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ABSTRACT
Burnout among Western church leaders occurs at an alarming rate. Effective
responses must go beyond the symptoms of burnout to the theology these leaders chose,
which ultimately shapes their visions of life and leadership. This project explores the
experience of burnout and its relationship to the prevailing version of the gospel in the
Western church, suggesting this epidemic is connected to in an inaccurate version of the
gospel that finds fertile soil in the leader’s own unresolved personal identity issues.
Part 1 (Chapters 1-3) introduces the burnout epidemic and the prevailing version
of the gospel in the West. Chapter 1 establishes the burnout epidemic through statistical
and survey evidence. Chapter 2 explores the experience of burnout from both a personal
and academic perspective. Chapter 3 considers five shortcomings of the gospel embraced
by a majority of Western church leaders and suggests a connection to burnout.
Part 2 (Chapters 4-7) provides an alternative theological and hermeneutical model
intended to encourage those dealing with burnout towards a health. This section explores
the implications of four specific elements of Jesus’ gospel—the story of Israel (Chapter
4), the narrative form it takes (Chapter 5), the Wilderness (Chapter 6), and the Kingdom
of God (Chapter 7)—for an effective response to burnout.
Part 3 (Chapters 8-10) considers the emotional, physical, and relational aspects of
burnout in church leadership in light of Jesus’ gospel. Chapter 8 explores the emotional
experience of burnout and the uniquely potent recipe for burnout in church leadership,
proposing the practice of self-differentiation. Chapter 9 explores the physical roots of
burnout, proposing the practice of self-care. Chapter 10 explores the isolation that
accompanies burnout, proposing the practice of a weekly peer group.
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The concluding chapter considers the changing nature burnout in 21st century
church leadership in light of the decline and redefinition of the local church in North
America.
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CHAPTER 1
THE BURNOUT EPIDEMIC
“We must do all we can do without destroying our ability to keep doing it.”
– Orson Scott Card1

Case Studies
Isaac is a forty-three-year-old pastor of a large, numerically successful church. As
I was describing to him the symptoms that led to burnout in my own life, I saw
recognition in his eyes. He felt safe to share his story in the wake of my honesty. Lately,
Isaac is working more, but having trouble concentrating. He has trouble falling and
staying asleep, especially the night before he preaches. He notices himself growing much
more anxious and irritable. Old temptations are gaining new allure. He is apathetic about
church, wondering if all the effort matters. He feels growing stress in his marriage and
with his kids. His wife consistently identifies his current experiences as symptoms similar
to those that led to his leaving their last church.
Isaac knows other “successful” church leaders whose lives blew up “out of
nowhere.” They are now out of ministry and never planning to return. He wonders if he is
on the same path and what he could do about it, if only he had the time. As we discussed
some of the ways he might deal with the stress, he assured me he is already doing them
faithfully, all evidence to the contrary. Like many “successful” pastors, Isaac buys into
the idea of a Ministry Burnout Epidemic, yet is unwilling to confront the personal reality
in his own life. This will probably continue until his level of personal pain becomes too

1

Orson Scott Card, Xenocide (New York: Tor, 1991), 486.

1

2
great to mask with denial and busyness. Like many church leaders, Isaac needs a crisis
too big to ignore before he will face his own symptoms of burnout.
*

*

*

Cliff is a former senior pastor, now district superintendent, becoming increasingly
frustrated with both the pastors in his district and his district office team. Cliff
increasingly expresses his frustration as anger. He feels his team doesn’t trust him or
want him as their leader. He is unable to trust them with important responsibilities, which
reminds him of the church he left to become district superintendent. Cliff felt this
position was an answer to prayer, an escape from an unhealthy church environment
before it destroyed him. Now he finds the same problems only followed him.
Cliff’s team, on the other hand, finds Cliff hard to work with, controlling, a
procrastinator, and one who seems to like crisis mode. They claim that he does not listen.
Cliff is angry and belittling with staff. The staff increasingly feels attacked and unsafe.
When a staff member contacted Cliff’s former church he heard a familiar story and
encountered a trail of discouraged and damaged leaders in Cliff’s wake. A recent call
from the national office indicates they have noticed Cliff’s failing style of leadership as
well. He is too old to start another career and too tired to go back to leading a local
church. What options does Cliff have?
*

*

*

Carol is a college professor who often wonders how to help her ministry students
avoid the burnout she experienced. How does she expose them to the reality of ministry
burnout without damaging their energy and enthusiasm for their call? What effective
steps can she offer to avoid burnout? Carol wonders if she knows how to lead in a way

3
that will not destroy one’s willingness or ability to lead for the long term. How can she
gently break through their resistance when most are sure, “It could never happen to me”?
Identifying the Problem
These stories put a face on statistics that strongly suggest a large percentage of
evangelical church leaders are on the road to burnout. They are losing their ability or
willingness to lead churches and are looking for a way out. The following statistics
summarize the responses of local church pastors from evangelical churches in North
America regarding their own feelings about vocational church leadership.


“Over 70 percent of pastors are so stressed out they regularly consider leaving the
ministry.”2



40 percent of pastors have considered leaving their jobs in the last three months.3



45 percent of pastors say that they’ve experienced depression or burnout to the
extent that they needed to take a leave of absence from ministry.4



35 to 40 percent of pastors do leave the ministry after only five years; 60 to 80
percent of pastors will leave by year 10, and only a fraction will stay in it as a
lifetime career.5

2

Richard J. Krejcir, “Statistics on Pastors - Into Thy Word Ministries.” 2007,
http://www.intothyword.org/apps/articles/default.asp?articleid=36562 (accessed May 25, 2012).
3

H. B. London Jr., and N. B. Wiseman, Pastors at Greater Risk (Ventura: Regal Books, 2003),

25.
4

Aburningfire, “Avoiding Ministry Burn Out,” July 8, 2011,
http://www.aboutaburningfire.com/avoiding-ministry-burn-out (accessed June 18, 2012), citing a New
York Times article dated August 2, 2010.
5

Krejcir.
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Only 23 percent of pastors surveyed said they felt happy and content on a regular
basis with who they are in Christ, in their church, and in their home.6



53 percent of pastors believe the church is showing little positive impact on the
world.7



60 percent of pastors believe their experience of church leadership negatively
impact their passion for working in the church.8



48 percent of pastors think being in ministry may be a hazard to family well
being, while 33 percent say that ministry is definitely a hazard to their family.9

Consider the implications of these statistics. Three out of four evangelical pastors in the
West are discontent in their church leadership and regularly consider leaving their
position due to stress and the symptoms of burnout. Nearly one out of two are currently
considering an exit. Less than one in ten will stay in vocational church leadership long
enough to gain the experience necessary to be considered a seasoned veteran. In addition,
more than half of evangelical church leaders feel their service is hurting both their own
families and their ability to carry out their call. In summary, a majority of church leaders
serving evangelical churches in North America are discontent with their jobs, feel their
careers are damaging their families and personal well-being, and would take another

6

Ibid.

7

George Barna, Today's Pastors: A Revealing Look at What Pastors Are Saying about
Themselves, Their Peers, and the Pressures They Face (Ventura, Ca: Regal Books, 1993), 58.
8

Jr., H. B. London and N. B. Wiseman, Pastors at Greater Risk (Ventura: Regal Books, 2003),
cited in Wayne Cordeiro, Leading on Empty: Refilling Your Tank and Renewing Your Passion
(Minneapolis, MN: Bethany House, 2009).
9

Ibid.
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option if they had one. What constitutes this as burnout and not the dissatisfaction that
comes with any job?
Most definitions of burnout focus on three central factors—emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment (or cynicism)—identified by
Christina Maslach, social psychologist and professor of psychology at the University of
California, Berkeley and pioneer of applied research on workplace burnout.10 Emotional
exhaustion refers to the inability or unwillingness to continue doing the job.
Depersonalization refers to the growing isolation on the road to burnout, specifically
treating people as objects—problems to solve or critics to please—rather than persons.
Cynicism refers to the belief than no efforts will make a difference.
Experts who work with burned out church leaders confirm Maslach’s description
in the people they encounter. Hands and Fehr describe a constant stream of pastors who
come to their Barnabas Center “because they had reached a crisis, a breakdown point, and
could no longer function.”11 Michael Jinkins describes, “a worrying proportion of pastors
[who] leave ordained ministry burned out, wounded, emotionally and spiritually
damaged, some never to return as pastors or lay persons.”12 Archibald Hart, a pioneer in
the study of ministry burnout, summarizes his experience with burned out pastors:
A pastor becomes reduced to useless ineffective rubble, emotionally exhausted,
and deeply fearful. A pattern of emotional overload with little reward or

10

Christina Maslach, Burnout: The Cost of Caring (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1982).
Christina Maslach, “Job Burnout: How People Cope,” Public Welfare 36 (1978): 56-58.
11

Donald R. Hands and Wayne L. Fehr, Spiritual Wholeness for Clergy: A New Psychology of
Intimacy with God, Self and Others (The Alban Institute, 1993), xii.
12

Michael Jinkins, “Great Expectations, Sobering Realities: Findings from a New Study on Clergy
Burnout,” Congregations 28, no. 3 (2002): 11-13.
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appreciation in the context of feelings of helplessness is at the heart of the
burnout syndrome.13

The stresses of church leadership are producing the symptoms of burnout—emotional
exhaustion, isolation, and cynicism—in those who lead churches.
Church leaders experiencing emotional exhaustion no longer have energy to do
basic job requirements such as teaching, leading and caring for others. Depersonalization
is seen when church leaders invest increasing amounts of energy into isolating from
church people, friends and even family.14 Cynicism describes the loss of hope that
characterizes burnout. Efforts in leading no longer seem to have any positive effect. The
dreams that launched a career in church leadership seem unattainable, and people have
become no more than problems that cannot be solved or critics that cannot be pleased.
In the past 30 years, literature on burnout has grown from a basic understanding
of burnout as a workplace phenomenon to the identification of burnout with peoplehelping professions, including vocational church leadership. The great number of
websites devoted to the topic of “ministry burnout” bear witness to the growing
acknowledgement and understanding of the epidemic in church leadership.15 While we
must acknowledge that calling an experience burnout may serve as an excuse to be

13

Archibald D. Hart, “Depressed, Stressed, and Burned Out: What’s Going on in My Life?”
Enrichment Journal - Enriching and Equipping Spirit-filled Ministers, Summer 2006,
http://enrichmentjournal.ag.org/200603/200603_020_burnout.cfm (accessed July 11, 2012).
14

Steven Daniel and Martha L. Rogers, “Burnout and the Pastorate: A Critical Review with
Implications for Pastors,” Journal of Psychology and Theology 9, no. 3 (1981): 232-249.
15

These websites typically provide educational material, invitations to conversations, and burnout
resources such as retreat centers and consulting services.
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irresponsible and lazy,16 recent studies show the burnout epidemic is real among Western
church leaders. Acknowledging this, most contemporary evangelical approaches to
burnout focus on the emotional, physical, or social symptoms of the epidemic.
Approaches to Burnout

The Emotional Experience of Burnout
Some approaches focus on emotional and psychological factors that may
contribute to burnout among church leaders. Fred Lehr is among many who connect
burnout to the personality type most often attracted to vocational church leadership. In his
book Clergy Burnout: Recovering from the 70-hour Work Week—and Other Selfdefeating Practices, Lehr claims over that over seventy percent of those in vocational
church leadership have personality types drawn to codependent relationships, a
personality type characterized by the need to fix and please.17 Hands and Fehr agree with
Lehr and in their book, Spiritual Wholeness for Clergy: A New Psychology of Intimacy
with God, Self and Others, add that common conditioning factors in families of origin of
those drawn to vocational church leadership predispose them to codependent
relationships, and consequently burnout.18
Most of these authors claim it is the personality type of the typical church leader
combined with the typical church leadership environment that has led to the burnout

16

William H. Willimon, Clergy and Laity Burnout (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1989), 23.

17

Fred J. Lehr, Clergy Burnout: Recovering from the 70-hour Work Week—and Other Selfdefeating Practices (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 22. See also Roy M. Oswald and Otto Kroeger,
Personality Type and Religious Leadership (The Alban Institute, 1988), 23, 88.
18

Hands and Fehr, xii.
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epidemic. According to Lehr (and others) the typical pastor relishes the ability to please
and fix, and he or she focuses their energies on fulfilling the expectations and desires of
others.19 Pleasing and fixing, according to many experts, equates to the leader investing
energy into meeting the expectations of the congregation to the exclusion of one’s own
beliefs, values, desires, and call. Hauerwas and Willimon identify the most destructive
expectation as limitless care. Burnout results, they claim, when the congregation and not
the leader defines “what [the leader] needs to care about and how [he or she is] to be
compassionate.”20 A leader who desires to fix and please seeks to meet the expectations
of limitless care, thus creating “an animal with an omnivorous, voracious appetite.”21
Citing Ellen Mahler, Willamon and Hauerwas claim investments “in meaningful
social involvements can nourish and energize [leaders],” while investing solely in the
expectations of others depletes us.22 If this is so, they claim, “The cure for burnout lies in
enhancing the quality of our activities, not simply in reducing their quantity.”23 Lynn
Baab agrees with Willamon and Hauerwas in her book, Beating Burnout in
Congregations. Baab says burnout eventually results when leaders are consumed with
pursuing agendas set by others. Baab says leaders must respond to burnout by identifying

19

Bruce D. Reed, The Dynamics of Religion: Process and Movement in Christian Churches
(London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 1978) in Lehr, Clergy Burnout, 48ff.
20

Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon, “The Limits of Care: Burnout as an Ecclesial
Issue,” Word & World 10, no. 3 (1990): 247-53.
21

Hauerwas and Willimon, 251.

22

Ellen Mahler, “Burnout: Metaphors of Destruction and Purgation,” Soundings, Spring 1989: 27-

23

Hauerwas and Willimon, 249.

37.
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and engaging with those goals and activities that reflect the desires and values of the
leader’s heart. These can supply a healthy response to the stresses of church leadership.24
Many of the experts mentioned conclude that burnout is ultimately emotional
exhaustion caused by maintaining the appearance of one who can fix and please. This is
done in order to hide both the reality of the leader’s limitations and the hostility that
grows by the constant pressure to pursue the agendas of others. Susan Howatch brilliantly
portrays this façade in her novel titled Glittering Images. Hands and Fehr connect this
“glittering image” with classic roles individuals tend to develop in dysfunctional families
of origin. These include the hero, the scapegoat, the clown and the lost child, with church
leaders tending to play the hero or the clown. In different ways these experts claim
burnout in church leadership is ultimately due to the energy required to maintain the gap
between one’s Glittering Image and the reality beneath.25 The emotional aspect of
burnout is the subject of Chapter 8.

The Physical Roots of Burnout
Other experts focus on the physical roots of burnout in church leadership.
Archibald Hart of Fuller Seminary pioneered the study of burnout among church leaders,
especially as rooted in a physical condition. His works are essential for vocational church
leaders in understanding and accepting the physical nature of burnout, the importance of

24

Patricia E. Benner and Susan Phillips, The Crisis of Care: Affirming and Restoring Caring
Practices in the Helping Professions (Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1994).
25

Susan Howatch, Glittering Images (New York: Knopf, 1987). Hands and Fehr, xii, 9-10.
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physical self-care and the positive message of burnout.26 The work of Hart and others
emphasize the importance of the physical realities behind burnout and the need for selfcare, particularly rest and sleep. Hart particularly emphasizes the connection between the
physical, emotional, and spiritual aspects of life, claiming, “ignorance of simple
psychological and physiological laws can obstruct the work of the Holy Spirit.”27
Ignoring these needs limits the leader’s ability to lead the spirit-led, spirit-filled life.
Other experts identify stresses distinctive to people-helping professions that
provide a unique recipe for burnout, particularly in church leadership. First of all, an
inherent lack of boundaries exists in people-helping professions regarding work schedule,
job performance, and care for others and self. This equates to less protection for those
driven to please and fix. Furthermore, Hart and others identify stresses unique to church
leadership that greatly increase the occurrence and intensity of burnout among church
leaders. These subjects are addressed in Chapter 9.

The Relational Fruit of Burnout
Personal relationships surface as a key aspect of understanding and responding to
burnout in two ways. First of all, increasing isolation marks the path to burnout as the
leader actively “withdraws into self as a result of job stress.”28 The emotional, physical,
social (or relational), and spiritual symptoms of burnout mark a predictable path to

26

Archibald D. Hart, Coping with Depression in the Ministry and Other Helping Professions
(Waco: Word Inc., 1984). Hart, The Hidden Link. Hart, “Depressed, Stressed, and Burned Out.
27

Hart, Coping with Depression, xiii.

28

Daniel and Rogers.
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burnout marked by an escalating “estrangement from self, others and God.”29 This is the
depersonalization described in Maslach’s definition of burnout. Secondly, research
conducted among those demonstrating symptoms of burnout—particularly in peoplehelping professions—has found that involvement with a peer groups where one can share
genuine feelings and receive honest feedback is vital in avoiding or recovering from
burnout. However, the importance of personal relationship is not reflected in the practical
responses of much burnout literature, particularly popular evangelical responses.
Popular responses to burnout tend to ignore or downplay the importance of
relationships. Wayne Cordeiro and Anne Jackson are examples of current authors who
accurately identify and vividly describe ministry burnout from personal experience, yet
downplay isolation and growing relational needs typical of church leaders. The responses
of these popular treatments paint the picture of an isolated leader developing spiritual
disciplines and leadership skills alone.30 This is a devastating mistake. An adequate
response to the burnout epidemic addresses this isolation by emphasizing the importance
of personal relationships, particularly a peer group. This subject is rejoined in Chapter 10.
While the above represents great progress in understanding of and response to
burnout among church leaders, in this author’s opinion, the literature is primarily focused
on the symptoms and not the source of the epidemic. This project claims the burnout
epidemic is, at its foundation, a result of an inadequate and destructive vision for local
churches and the role of local church leaders. In order to effectively respond to burnout,

29

30

Hands and Fehr, 13ff.

Wayne Cordeiro, Leading on Empty: Refilling Your Tank and Renewing Your Passion
(Minneapolis, MN: Bethany House, 2009). Anne Jackson, Mad Church Disease: Overcoming the Burnout
Epidemic (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009).
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therefore, one must go the source of that misplaced vision. It is this author’s contention
that this misplaced vision is connected to an inaccurate version of the gospel.
Proposing a Solution
This project asserts there exists a co-dependent relationship between the burnout
epidemic in church leadership and the tendency to embrace a faulty version of the gospel,
a theology that enables destructive choices by individual leaders and their families that
lead towards burnout. This project examines the suspected link between Burnout
Epidemic among Western church leaders and an inaccurate version of the gospel,
particularly the fertile soil the normal stresses of church leadership may find in the
leader’s own unresolved personal identity issues. This author suspects that, rather than
encouraging and enabling leaders to confront their own personal issues, this inaccurate
gospel reinforces those unresolved issues, creating a codependent relationship between
the leader and his or her theology, leading to burnout.
A leader’s understanding of the gospel helps shape that leader’s vision for local
churches, church leadership, and ultimately the leader’s responses to (or denial of)
burnout. The burnout epidemic is only one way this unhealthy version of the gospel has
created a vision of local church leadership that is, in the words of Scot McKnight,
“deconstructing the church” and her leaders.31 Guided by the work of Scot McKnight, N.
T. Wright, Daniel Kirk, Dallas Willard, and others, we propose the gospel is best
understood the grand narrative describing the physical restoration of all creation with
Jesus as king. This gospel, which Jesus proclaimed, produces a different vision for local
31

Scot McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel: The Original Good News Revisited (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2011), 25-27, 29, 40.
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churches and their leaders. This project asserts that both the content and function of the
gospel may need to be reestablished for an effective response to burnout. Then the gospel
is able to confront the leader’s unresolved personal issues that ultimately lead to burnout.
This author contends that the Bible presents the gospel as grand narrative—a story
that, in the words of John T. Wright, “provides a framework for understanding someone’s
activity and life.”32 The content of this story describes how God is renewing individuals
into His image to rule a restored physical creation in resurrected bodies. It functions to
reveal the constant pattern of God’s redeeming and restoring work in the lives of
individuals and communities. It shapes personal identities and creates vision for local
churches and church leaders.33 An accurate version of the gospel story changes one’s
perspective on every aspect of church leadership including the kind of thinking that leads
burnout. It reshapes a new vision for the local church, church leadership. It offers an
effective response to the emotional, physical, and relational stresses in church leadership
that often lead to burnout. It does this by equipping and encouraging the church leader to
address unresolved personal issues rather than denying and avoiding them. R. T. France,
George Stroup, and John W. Wright—all working on the foundation laid down in Hans
Frei’s treatment of Karl Barth—provide the theological basis for understanding the
gospel as a controlling narrative that describes the pattern of God’s hand on his people

32

John W. Wright, Telling God’s Story: Narrative Preaching for Christian Formation (Downers
Grove: IVP Academic, 2007), 41.
33

When the gospel functions as merely the content of what one needs to believe to be saved—to
experience forgiveness now and heaven when I die—it resembles a modern version of the Enlightenment
grand narrative, a story of unbroken progress fueled by skillful application of new technology and scientific
insight. See Chapter 4
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while the gospel unfolds in their lives.34 N. T. Wright provides the practical means to
obey the narrative authority of Scripture, and allows the gospel’s grand narrative to shape
one’s personal identity and church leadership.35
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study is to better understand the connection between the
burnout epidemic among Western evangelical church leaders and the tendency to
embrace unhealthy expressions of the gospel, and to offer more effective responses based
on that understanding. First of all, this project aims to expose the burnout epidemic and
the warning it carries: the way in which most leaders live and lead churches is not
working. It is this author’s expectation that most leaders will buy into the idea of a
burnout epidemic, yet be unwilling to confront the personal reality in their own lives
until their level of personal pain overcomes their denial and busyness. The hope is that
this project will start conversations about burnout as a first step toward facing the reality
or potential of burnout in their own lives.
Secondly, this study is aimed at identifying the current version of the gospel
embraced by the Western church, and then exploring the co-dependent connection
between that expression of the gospel and burnout in church leadership. As asserted
above, this author suspects a connection between certain theologies and versions of the
34

R. T. France, Jesus and the Old Testament: His Application of Old Testament Passages to
Himself and His Mission (Downers Grove: Inter-Varsity Press, 1971). Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of
Biblical Narrative; a Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1974). Hans W. Frei, The Identity of Jesus Christ: The Hermeneutical Bases of Dogmatic
Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975). George W. Stroup, The Promise of Narrative Theology:
Recovering the Gospel in the Church (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1981). Wright, Telling God’s Story.
35

N. T. Wright, “How Can The Bible Be Authoritative?” Vox Evangelica 21 (1991): 7-23. N. T.
Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 40, 139-44.

15
gospel and the burnout epidemic. This expression of the gospel is at the root of a theology
that allows leaders to ignore unresolved personal issues rather than encouraging and
equipping leaders to face those issues, and thus maximize ministry effectiveness. This
project considers a reframing of theology because leaders have used their theology codependently—to protect themselves from facing their own personal issues—that in turn
leads to burnout.
Finally, this study seeks understanding in order to develop effective practices in
response to the burnout epidemic. In 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, Paul compares his work as an
apostle to the training an athlete undergoes to prepare for a race:
Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize?
Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games
goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do
it to get a crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like a man
running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. No, I beat my body
and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not
be disqualified for the prize.

Paul insists the stresses of church leadership that can lead to burnout are to be overcome,
not ignored or retreated from. Likewise, this project seeks to enable leaders to overcome
the stresses that often lead to burnout, not to avoid or deny them. Just as Paul suggests a
church leader is like an athlete who trains for a race by buffeting his body with physical
practices, this project seeks to identify specific practices that enable leaders to lead in a
way that does not destroy their ability or willingness to continue leading the local church.
Before considering the gospel, this project explores the reality of burnout behind some
commonly held misconceptions. It is to those misconceptions this project now turns.

CHAPTER 2
MISCONCEPTIONS
In the noontime of my life,
I was told to depart for the gates of Hades.
Surely I am deprived of the rest of my years (Isa. 38:10).
Midway in our life’s journey,
I went astray from life’s straight road
And woke to find myself in a dark wood.
How shall I say what wood that was!
I never saw so drear, so rank,
So arduous a wilderness!
Death could scarce be more bitter than that place!
But since it came to good,
I will recount all I found revealed there by God’s grace.1
Introduction
The previous chapter introduced the burnout epidemic among Western church
leaders. Chapter 2 examines the nature and experience of burnout in church leadership
from a personal perspective, built around five misconceptions. The goal of this chapter is
to help church leaders identify or acknowledge the symptoms of burnout they may
already be experiencing, and to correct misconceptions about the experience of burnout
with facts from the field of burnout research.
My own journey down the path of burnout reached its climax in my final elder
meeting at the church I had served as Senior Pastor for nearly 10 years. I arrived at the
church building exhausted but energized after an exciting week at kid’s camp.2 I did not
know two close friends had asked for time to address the elder board; neither did I know
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their topic. Their list of frustrations with the church, and particularly with me, culminated
in a request for my resignation. The elders, however, dismissed their request as
misguided, given the numerical and spiritual growth the church had experienced in the
previous nine years. They thanked my friends, dismissed them, and went on as if nothing
had happened. But something had happened. The criticisms my friends leveled triggered
something in me, something that had been building for years. That elder meeting was the
crisis that forced me to begin admitting I was well down the path to burnout.
I left that elder meeting with one simple question, “What just happened to me?” A
better question would have been, “What just happened in me?” I only wanted to get out
of that elder meeting as quickly as possible, and maybe church leadership as well. A
month later I did resign. I finally listened to what my body and emotions had been saying
for years. I called my experience burnout, but had little idea what that meant or how to
respond. As I have identified my own misconceptions about church leadership and
burnout in the years since, I am coming to understand what happened. The following
misconceptions about burnout in church leadership served as the corners 3of the burnout
puzzle for me. They provide a starting point for this study.
Misconception #1—Burnout is a Terminal Personal Failure
First and foremost, burnout felt like nothing more than a terminal personal failure,
a failure impossible to overcome both as a church leader and follower of Jesus. I had
been pursuing an opportunity to lead a church like this one my entire adult life. I had
worked long hours in low paying internships and lower level jobs at local churches,
3
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sacrificed to attend college and graduate school, and uprooted our family to move across
the country when the right job—this job—opened up. I knew it was God’s call on my life
when I started. Now, I had resigned after ten years because I no longer had the energy or
motivation do the job. I knew of the term burnout but had no idea what it meant, even as
I was going through it. I experienced its symptoms but did not identify them as such or
understand what those symptoms tried to tell me. It felt like a terminal personal failure,
and nothing more. This failure, however, was not terminal (at least not necessarily so). As
will be argued throughout this study, failure is an inevitable and essential part of the
leadership journey.
As mentioned in the previous chapter, burnout is characterized by “emotional
exhaustion, depersonalization, and cynicism.”4 These three factors accurately describe
my own experience of burnout both before and after my resignation. I was emotionally
exhausted. I had no energy to prepare another message, care for another person, or
participate in another church program or meeting. I had managed my growing exhaustion
with depersonalization, isolating myself from church people, friends and family.
Everyone felt like a problem that could not be fixed or a critic that could not be pleased.
More than anything else, I was cynical. Barry A. Farber describes the cynicism of
burnout as “inconsequentiality—a perception on the part of the human-services
professional that efforts to help others have been ineffective, the task is endless, and
personal payoffs (accomplishment, recognition, advancement, or appreciation) have not
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been forthcoming.”5 I aimed this cynicism inward and the result was a feeling of personal
failure, “This isn’t working—nothing will work—because I have failed.” I would often
lay awake in the night as an unending parade of problems without solutions marched
through my head. I felt hopeless about my efforts at home, at church, in my personal life.
Even preaching and teaching—my favorite and most effective aspect of church
leadership—was a weekly grind I no longer had the energy to face. This feeling had been
growing stronger over recent years, and culminated in a total loss of hope.
My growing sense of personal failure was accompanied by a growing, but
unidentified, depression and isolation. As Dina Glouberman, Ph.D. in Psychology at
Brunel University and senior lecturer in psychology and social psychology, describes, I
experienced depression as a growing inner restlessness, search for comfort, and inability
to function as a leader. Because I continued to feel worse about myself (experienced as
inner restlessness), I pursued more ways to feel better (a search for comfort) with selfmedicating behaviors. Glouberman’s list of self-medicating behaviors includes watching
television, drinking alcohol, eating junk food, shopping, playing computer games,
internet chat rooms, and pursuing casual sex.6 Depression increased as self-medication
was ineffective. I isolated myself from others as feelings of guilt and hypocrisy grew due
to the nature of these self-medicating behaviors. My own sense of fatal failure and loss of
hope only worsened.
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While my experience was indeed a catastrophic personal failure, it was not
terminal. In fact, I have come to see my failure represented an opportunity. Burnout was a
unique opportunity to face the personal issues I had been using both church leadership
and the gospel to ignore. I now understand that the increased exhaustion, isolation, and
depression were clues to the nature of burnout: burnout is an experience of emotional
exhaustion with physical roots (depression) and relational fruit (isolation). Only the full
weight of those physical, emotional, and relational symptoms could break through the
busyness and denial church leadership provided and get my attention. Rather than being
terminal, my failure was a unique and powerful opportunity to deal with the personal
issues that had led me to the point of burnout.7
Misconception #2—Burnout is Personal Weakness
My second misconception was to believe the exhaustion, depression, and isolation
of burnout were symptoms of personal weakness to be overcome, or ignored. In my
efforts to build a healthy growing church, I regularly worked sixty or more hours a week,
held myself to unattainable (and often undefined) standards of success, insisted in being
personally involved in the worst people crises, and felt I could never let up. When I felt
tired or depressed (although I never admitted depression), I pushed back harder—
ignoring depression, working longer, sleeping less, and neglecting my need for rest and
real friendships. Workaholism was a badge of spiritual maturity. To give in to a need for
sleep, or rest, would have been considered weakness. To admit depression was worse.
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The local church, particularly the individuals to whom I reported, encouraged this
behavior as spiritual. According to Fred Lehr and others, this is a typical attitude in
church leadership toward depression and the need for physical self care. He describes,
What gets clergy rewarded in church leadership was also the very thing that
was wrecking their personal, spiritual and family lives. After all, congregations
love those who just can’t say “no.” Congregations applaud those who never
take a day off, who “labor for the Lord” endlessly.8
Lehr’s self-description fit me perfectly, “At no time could I declare, ‘This is enough.’ I
had no concept of ‘enough.’”9 When I resigned, my body and emotions were saying,
“Enough!” But I did not listen. Sleep, rest and other physical needs are real, as is the
weakness that results when they are neglected. The problem, therefore, was not
weakness, but the fact that it was not acceptable to be weak.
In my attempt to be spiritual and strong I was destroying the tool God had given
me to serve Him, my body. The emotional exhaustion of burnout is a symptom of
physical depletion, not personal weakness. Understanding three simple facts about
physical bodies—particularly the relationship of stress, serotonin, adrenaline, and
depression—makes this clear.10 First of all, there are several outcomes when an
individual ignores the needs for physical rest and recovery over a long period of time.
Serotonin levels become catastrophically depleted. Cortisol levels remain high with
devastating effects on the body. And the individual becomes addicted to the adrenalin his
or her body produces, but the individual’s adrenal glands have burned out. The loss of
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hope and emotional exhaustion that characterize burnout are at least in part the emotional
consequence of a physical body with no source of fuel or energy. This is not to say the
emotions are not real or should not be taken seriously, but they are symptoms of a
condition that has physical roots.
Secondly, normal depression is a symptom of the need for sleep and rest, not a
sign of weakness. Normal depression can be understood as the physical signal that a
person needs rest. Rest turns off the adrenal glands and allows the supply of serotonin to
be replenished.11 Depression is simply a warning system, and a “self-limiting” one at that.
Depression will run its course when the work is done.12 In other words, like physical
injuries, the symptoms of depression go away naturally once rest heals the injury. If
depression is ignored and rest neglected, however, burnout may result. That is the
situation most church leadership environments encourage. As Archibald Hart says, most
Christians and churches do not understand the healing role of depression, feeling it is a
sin to give in to depression.13
Third, burnout is the emotional response to the long-term denial of physical
limitations and the need for self-care, not a symptom of personal weakness. In reality, my
attitude toward my depression, my personal limitations, and my physical needs were
immature, not spiritual. The actual failure of burnout was the neglect of self-care. If I had
accepted the purpose of normal depression as a call for rest rather than a symptom of
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personal weakness, my body and emotions would have been able to heal. Isolation is the
outcome when physical limitations are denied, physical self-care is neglected, and we
attempt to hide our growing sense of weakness and failure from others.
Misconception #3—I Am Alone
When I resigned, I felt completely abandoned. After my resignation I was entirely
alone: relationally, physically, spiritually. My resignation cut me off from relationships
developed over ten years in the church. The people of the church were our body and we
had been amputated. The elders insisted we be left alone and most people had no idea
what to say anyhow. As I sat at home alone wondering what I would do to support my
family and replace the vocation that had shaped my life for over 20 years, I also felt alone
in my failure as a church leader. I believed no one else could understand because no one
else knew such personal failure due to personal weakness. In reality, I was alone because
I had progressively isolated myself over the years leading up to burnout.
In the years leading up to my resignation everyone increasingly felt like a critic
who could not be pleased or a problem that could not be solved. Daniel and Rogers
describe my experience as the depersonalization—treating people as objects (problems)
rather than as persons—Maslach identified above.14 They say as increased efforts to
please people and solve problems failed, a leader typically “[withdraws] into self as a
result of job stress.”15 The energy required to continue self-destructive leadership
(ignoring physical limitations and the need for self-care), while managing a growing list
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of estranged relationships, as well as keeping up the appearance of control and
competence, naturally results in emotional exhaustion. Isolation was the natural response
as I had less and less energy to deal with people.
In order to respond effectively to burnout, I had to choose to come out of isolation
and re-engage. Multiple studies claim that a peer group—where a leader can participate
in honest sharing of feelings about his or her work and receive honest feedback—is an
essential practice if one is to manage the levels of stress that often lead to burnout.16 It is
no surprise my own weekly small group of pastors was the turning point in my own
journey. They provided a safe place to share genuine feelings about what was happening
and to receive honest feedback from peers who had similar experiences. They helped me
understand how moving forward did not involve fixing my burnout.
Misconception #4—I Can Fix This
When I resigned, I thought burnout was something I could and should fix. My
perspective was based on the experience of people I knew in other professions. They had
burned out, developed new skills, and returned to find new success. Like them, I thought
I needed only to change how I had been doing things so I could get back to what I was
doing as a church leader. That was the advice I read in the most popular evangelical
responses to burnout: focus on renewed effort in spiritual disciplines and leadership skills
and do better next time.17 Their advice boiled down to learning better ways of digging so
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I could get back to digging the same hole. When I started digging again, however, the
same loss of hope resurfaced. As I got involved with a new church I could feel myself
moving back along the path to burnout. The advice I received from these popular
evangelical leaders virtually ignored the physical roots or social fruit of burnout in terms
of a practical response. They also took little notice of the unique nature and environment
of vocational church leadership.
Church leadership is unlike any other profession. It has a unique and powerful
recipe for burnout, one not found even in other people-helping professions, at least not in
the same power and intensity.18 Four ingredients comprise this recipe.19 The first
ingredient is the inherent lack of boundaries in people-helping professions. This inherent
lack of structure constantly pushes healthy limits and boundaries in four specific areas:
work schedule (When am I not at work?),20 job performance (Am I doing a good job?),21
caring for others (How much care for others is enough?),22 and caring for self (Am I
allowed to take care of myself and my family?).23 This lack of structure can be
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particularly destructive when combined with the needs associated with people-helping
professions.
The second ingredient in the church leadership burnout recipe is the type of
personality most attracted to church leadership—one defined by the need to fix things
and please others. A number of authors writing for the Alban Institute propose a
connection between burnout and common identity formation factors—personality type,
families of origin, and resulting unresolved identity issues—among those who typically
choose vocational church leadership.24 They claim that leaders choose vocational church
leadership with the subconscious goal of using the structures of church leadership to
resolve the resulting personal issues.25 They are fixers trying to fix themselves! Burnout
signals, at least in part, that this strategy has not succeeded.
The third ingredient in the church leadership burnout recipe is the façade a church
leader (and often the entire family) develops in their attempts to fix and please. Susan
Howatch’s concept of a Glittering Image illustrates the inner workings of this state of
affairs.26 The Glittering Image is a mask of confidence and competence that hides the
church leader’s personal limitations. A Glittering Image takes a great deal of emotional

24

John A. Sanford, Ministry Burnout (New York: Paulist Press, 1982). The correlation of
personality types and burnout in church leadership is developed in Chapter 8.
25

26

Frank Green, personal conversation June 6, 2013.

In Howatch’s novel, the Glittering Image describes “the cherished images of charismatic,
successful churchmen of the 1930’s Church of England, elegant in their clerical robes, but human in their
struggles and frailties. She personifies the Glittering Image in her character, Charles Ashworth, a persona
that we find all too prevalent in Western evangelical churches of the 21st century. Susan Howatch,
Glittering Images (New York: Knopf, 1987). Donna K. Wallace, personal conversation December 23,
2013.

27
energy to maintain, particularly in a culture that considers depression and the need for
rest symptoms of immaturity or weakness. A Glittering Image is exhausting to maintain.
This author claims burnout is ultimately a catastrophic deficit caused by the effort
to maintain the gap between the Glittering Image and the truth behind the façade. The
interplay of these three ingredients: (1) the external stresses to maintain a Glittering
Image, (2) internal pressure from personalities that tend to be pleasers and fixers, and (3)
a people-helping environment with an inherent lack of boundaries (and denial of personal
limitations). These three ingredients provide an unusually potent recipe for burnout in the
church leadership environment.
For me, burnout was the signal that I had finally (even if subconsciously) lost any
hope of ever successfully using the structures of vocational church leadership to resolve
personal issues. As I came to admit that I could not fix myself with church leadership, I
also came to see burnout was not a problem to be fixed. It was a message to be heeded.
Misconception #5—Burnout is the End
For me, burnout felt like the end—the end of my call, my usefulness to God, and
in many ways the end of life. As mentioned above, burnout felt like a terminal failure,
like death. I saw no next step. Frank Green, an ordained minister and a licensed marriage
and family therapist who works extensively with burned out pastors, says burnout could,
in fact, be the end. “Burnout is something that happens in our bodies that is both
biochemical and cognitive. It puts us into a deep hole. If we get too deep, we may never
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get out.”27 Burnout is deep and painful for a reason; its purpose is to deliver a message in
a way that cannot be ignored. Archibald Hart captures this clearly when he writes,
Burnout should never be seen as a sign of failure. Sometimes burnout is God’s
plan for your life. It is the only way He can get your attention. Burnout is an
important protective system—a warning signal telling us that we have lost
control of our lives. Do not fear the cure for burnout. If anything, give yourself
permission to experience it —recognizing that it is protecting you from a far
worse fate.28
Whether or not burnout is God’s way, the shock and pain of burnout may be God’s only
means to draw the attention of some leaders to the message burnout carries.
Burnout is a message that carries both a warning and an invitation. The warning is
obvious: The current way the leader is leading and living is destroying his or her ability
to continue leading or even to live a healthy life. The invitation is a summons to turn the
page to a new chapter in life and live in a way both healthier and more aligned with
whom God created that individual to be.29 Hands and Fehr call this an invitation to
become the person God had in mind when God fearfully and wonderfully made you (Ps.
139:13-14). The writings of Richard Rohr, a Catholic priest, and Dina Glouberman, a
secular counselor, are representative of psychological literature that often calls burnout a
message from our “true selves.”30 It is an invitation to what Edwin Friedman calls selfdifferentiation, a life-changing clarity on where one comes from, who one is, and what
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one is living for.31 The invitation of burnout is an invitation to turn the page to a new
chapter in life.
The story of Elijah (1 Kings 17-19) is probably the clearest Biblical example of a
leader who was emotionally exhausted, isolated and had lost all hope. In this story, God’s
response to Elijah clearly communicates that He considers burnout neither the end, nor
necessarily a failure, but a new chapter. Years of conflict with the king and queen of
Israel culminated in the famous showdown with the 450 prophets of Baal. According to
Lynn Baab, Elijah’s response to the victory in 1 Kings 19:4, “I have had enough,” is a
classic expression of burnout. God’s response to Elijah’s exhaustion is significant for our
own understanding of burnout. As Baab points out, nowhere does God criticize or correct
Elijah’s burnout.32 Rather, God meets Elijah’s physical needs for food and rest, and
responds to Elijah’s isolation with His presence. He takes Elijah’s emotional, physical,
and social symptoms seriously—not as symptoms of personal failure or weakness—and
responds practically, offering food, rest, and companionship.
Burnout signaled a new chapter for Elijah. After Elijah had time for personal rest
and restoration, God finally gives Elijah specific instructions for what he is to do next.
Elisha is anointed as Elijah’s successor (1 Kings 19:11-18). He was taken in chariots of
fire. Burnout it seems was the signal for a new chapter for Elijah as a confidant of Jesus
at the transfiguration (Matt 17:1ff; Mark 9:2ff; Luke 9:28ff), and a witness explaining
God’s work during the last times of tribulation (Rev. 11:1-14).
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Conclusion
The road to burnout is typically a road one paves with misconceptions. These
misconceptions engender responses to the normal stresses of church leadership that
steepen the slope leading to burnout. Although burnout feels like only a personal failure
or weakness, it is the result of an emotional exhaustion with physical roots and relational
fruit. The emotional exhaustion of burnout is a symptom, at least in part, of a physical
depletion caused by ignoring personal limitations and the need for self-care over a long
period of time. The loneliness of burnout results from the choice to progressively isolate
from others and hide one’s failure, at least in part due to the exhaustion the leader
experiences. This is the relational fruit of burnout. Church leaders must also be aware that
these factors that lead to burnout in people-helping professions are even more
pronounced in vocational church leadership.
There exists a unique recipe for burnout in church leadership. The external
pressure to maintain a Glittering Image, combined with the internal pressures of the
personality type that wants to fix and to please, interacting in a people-helping profession
inherently deficient in defining boundaries and acknowledging personal limitations,
creates a uniquely potent recipe for burnout in the church leadership environment.
Church leaders must respond to burnout not by trying to fix the environment, but with
new responses to that environment based on facing the identity issues that generate selfdestructive responses.
Church leaders would be wise to consider God’s response to Elijah’s burnout. He
took Elijah’s physical, emotional, and relational needs seriously, never attempting to
diagnose or fix his burnout. God never suggested Elijah heals in order to go back to his
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old life. Simply understanding the symptoms of burnout and the unique recipe for
burnout in church leadership is not enough—particularly when the goal is to fix the
condition and return to one’s old way of leadership. This project suggests church leaders
must learn to move on, and a reconsideration of the gospel that gives shape to their vision
of life, local churches, and church leadership is the first step. Only the gospel story has
the power to reshape our understanding of burnout, and the emotional, physical, and
relational symptoms that mark its path. So, it is to the gospel we turn in the next chapter.

CHAPTER 3
HIJACKED! A TALE OF TWO GOSPELS
I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting the one who called you by the
grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—which is really no gospel
at all. Evidently some people are throwing you into confusion and are trying to
pervert the gospel of Christ (Gal. 1:6-7).1

Introduction
Chapter 1 introduced the current burnout epidemic among evangelical church
leaders. Chapter 2 explored the nature and experience of this epidemic among Western
church leaders from a personal and academic perspective. Chapter 3 proposes a link
between the epidemic and the version of the gospel accepted by the majority of those
leaders, here called The Rescue Gospel.2 This author is profoundly indebted to Scot
McKnight for the ideas behind this term, Rescue Gospel. In what follows we consider a
concept discussed in detail in McKnight’s The King Jesus Gospel.3 The following ideas,
which are fundamentally McKnight’s, form the theological foundation for this project.
This chapter proceeds in three sections. First, the typical understanding of the
gospel in Western evangelicalism is briefly described. This is followed by a consideration
of five questions Scripture raises about this version of the gospel. These questions
concern the Kingdom of God, the story of Israel and the narrative nature of the gospel,
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the image of God, bodily resurrection and the physical restoration of creation, and
Jubilee. This chapter raises questions about this gospel, leaving a fuller consideration of
their implications for burnout to later chapters. This section concludes by suggesting a
connection between this version of the gospel, particularly the destructive vision it
creates for church leadership, and the resulting burnout epidemic.
One’s version of the gospel answers the question, “What are God’s intentions
toward this creation gone wrong?” One’s gospel shapes one’s vision for local churches
and church leadership. Most importantly for this study, the version of the gospel one
chooses is intimately connect to one’s personal identity and unresolved personal issues.
Frank Green, the author’s dissertation advisor, first suggested that the burnout epidemic
may be rooted a leader’s unresolved personal issues.4 These personal issues induce the
leader to be both attracted to and shaped by an inadequate understanding of the gospel.
Scot McKnight agrees with this assessment:
I believe we are mistaken [about the gospel] and the mistake is creating the
problems we are trying to solve…we have an entire culture shaped by a
misunderstanding of the gospel.5
Paul identified the same issue in churches of his own day (Gal. 1:6-7). Paul supports both
McKnight and Green: that gospel is causing many problems the church is trying to solve.
This chapter turns to the pages of Scripture to consider the possibility that this Rescue
Gospel is a false summit in order to identify the true summit of the Jesus’ gospel.
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The Rescue Gospel
When I was six years old, during an altar call, I responded to the gospel with a
decision to receive Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior. I understood that decision to
mean:


I had confessed that I was a sinner, destined for hell, who could not save himself.6



I trusted what Jesus had done on the cross to pay for my sins.



I decided to make him7 Lord of my life.



Based on this decision, Jesus gave me forgiveness now, and heaven when I died.

I knew this was the gospel because the pastor told me it was. According to Scot
McKnight, my experience is typical among evangelicals; “Nearly all my students tell me
the gospel they heard as they grew up primarily had to do with their sin, Jesus’ death, and
going to heaven when you died [summarized in] a statement about Jesus’ death and it’s
meaning, and a prayer with which people accept it.”8 McKnight says approximately
seventy-five percent of Americans claim to have made some kind of decision to accept
Christ along these lines. I was not alone in this understanding of the gospel.9
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A story I heard years later epitomized my understanding of this Rescue Gospel.10
When the Titanic sunk on April 14-15, 1912, only one of its twenty lifeboats returned to
the sinking ship to take on more passengers, Lifeboat #14. The mission of Fifth Officer
Harold Lowe, who had taken charge of Lifeboat #14, was clear: rescue as many people as
possible before the ship went down. Thus, his message was, “Abandon ship! The ship is
sinking and we are your means of escape.” Likewise, the Rescue Gospel sees creation as
a sinking ship, with local churches as lifeboats. Rescue is the mission. Rescue as many
people as possible—get them into churches/lifeboats—before Jesus returns to take us
away to heaven and creation is abandoned like a sinking ship. For obvious reasons, this
study calls this version of the gospel, The Rescue Gospel.
At this point one may ask, “What is wrong with this gospel?” It certainly reflects
Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 15:3-5, “Christ died for our sins according to the
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the
Scriptures.” It reflects both the need for personal response or decision and the three terms
the apostles used for how one responded to the gospel in these narratives from Acts:
repent, believe and baptize.11 What is the problem?

Five Questions About the Rescue Gospel
As I read my Bible I encountered a number of elements essential to what the
Bible meant when it said “gospel” that the Rescue Gospel ignored or marginalized.
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Daniel Kirk voices my own confusion at this realization saying, “Many of us have found
that Scripture itself generates questions that destabilizes this individualistic and escapist
vision of the work of Jesus.”12 We now turn to five specific questions the Bible raises
about this version of the gospel, briefly considering the implication of each for burnout.
Question #1— What about the Kingdom of God?
The first question Scripture raises about this Rescue Gospel concerns the
Kingdom of God. For Jesus, the gospel was the good news of the Kingdom of God. This
good news of the Kingdom was Jesus’ message everywhere he went beginning with his
first public appearance (Matt. 3:2; 4:17, 23; 5:3; Mark 1:15). The good news of the
Kingdom is the reason Jesus was sent to earth (Luke 4:43). It is central to the Sermon on
the Mount, his parables, and many personal conversations (Matt. 5:3, 10, 19-20, 6:10, 33;
7:21; 19:23; Mark 10:23; Luke 18:25-26; John 3:5). Even after his death and resurrection,
the Kingdom was his primary topic of conversation. When asked if he would now
establish the Kingdom, Jesus corrects the request as mis-timed, but not misguided. (Acts
1:1-9). The Kingdom is the gospel up to the moment of Christ’s ascension.
A gospel without the Kingdom would make no sense to first century Jews, and
certainly would not have put Jesus on a cross as an enemy of the state. For First Century
Jews, when Jesus announced the Kingdom of God was near, he was claiming to fulfill
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God’s promises to Abraham and David13 to establish Israel as a political kingdom to rule
the earth, with land, king and temple.14 Jews heard no good news without a kingdom.
The first Christians continued to equate the gospel with the Kingdom, even after
Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension. Acts consistently summarizes the gospel as the
Gospel of the Kingdom, ending with Paul writing, “Boldly and without hindrance he
preached the Kingdom of God and taught about the Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 1:1-9; 8:12;
14:22; 19:8; 22:25; 28:23-31).15 The same is seen in the New Testament’s clearest and
earliest summary of the gospel, 1 Corinthians 15.16 It begins with the Rescue Gospel—
Jesus died for our sins, was buried and rose again—but insists the gospel is complete only
when Jesus “hands over the kingdom to the Father” (1 Cor. 15:3-5; 24-25). Likewise,
John says the gospel is only fulfilled when the “kingdoms of this world are become the
kingdoms of our Lord” (Rev. 11:15).17 Jesus’ gospel is the Kingdom from beginning to
end, before and after the cross.
The Rescue Gospel, however, has trouble finding a place for the Kingdom. It
typically marginalizes kingdom as a metaphor for either personal salvation or social
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action, or excludes it altogether.18 According to Morgan and Peterson, in their book The
Kingdom of God, Western visions of the kingdom typically separate the Kingdom from
the gospel. They claim the liberal gospel portrays the concept of kingdom as the rule of
the holy God in the hearts of individuals in power—a portrayal ironically similar to the
dispensational, conservative Bible kingdom I knew. As a metaphor for the human heart,
kingdom envisions salvation as surrender to the personal leadership of Jesus.19 The social
gospel kingdom is a life characterized by a righteous life and social action. The liberation
theology kingdom is the liberation of people groups from oppression. A reconstructionist
kingdom calls on governments to act as God’s agent in establishing His kingdom now.20
These interpretations are neither what Jesus meant—nor what his hearers heard—in the
concept kingdom.
When our gospel loses Jesus’ Kingdom-of-God-vision, it loses Jesus, because
Jesus’ Kingdom-of-God-vision defined Jesus’ personal identity, his intentions for this
world, and the role he calls us to play in those intentions.21 A gospel that leaves out the
Kingdom as described in the Bible creates a false image of Jesus and inaccurate visions
of his intentions toward this creation. Chapter 7 argues a gospel that includes Jesus’
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Kingdom vision offers a real, personal, and conversational relationship with the real
Jesus, an essential element of healthy church leadership that avoids the path to burnout.
Question #2—What Happened to the Narrative of Israel?
The second question Scripture raises about the Rescue Gospel concerns the story
of Israel. The New Testament portrays the gospel as the continuation and fulfillment of
the story of Israel. But the Rescue Gospel has no place for Israel, as it had no place for
the Kingdom. It sees the church as a break with Israel, if it mentions Israel at all.
The four gospels portray Jesus’ gospel as the good news that he came to
personally bring Israel’s story to its climax.22 The Jewish genealogies of Matthew 1 and
Luke 3, “issue invitations to read the ensuing stories as ones in which the God of Israel is
once again at work.”23 The songs of Mary, Zechariah and Simeon in Luke 1 and 2
proclaim Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s promises to Israel, particularly King David.24
When Jesus announced “the Kingdom of God is at hand,” he intentionally evoked a
specific narrative in the minds of first century Jews,25 implying he would fulfill the
promises to Abraham and David, establishing Israel as a worldwide kingdom of peace
and bless the entire world (2 Sam. 7:11-16; Gen. 12:1-3).
In addition, the New Testament portrays the Church, including Gentiles, as a
continuation of the story of Israel, not its replacement or fulfillment. Eight times Acts
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summarizes the gospel, and ties it to the story of Israel with the words, “According to the
Scriptures,” which means of course the Jewish Scriptures (Acts 2:40-41; 5:42; 10:36, 42;
13:5ff; 14:6-7, 21; 16:10; 17:18; 28:20, 30f).26 Paul calls followers of Jesus the “Israel of
God” and considers Jews from Scripture to be the forefathers all believers, including
Gentiles (Gal. 6:16; 1 Cor. 10:1; 12:2). Most convincing of all are Paul’s words in the
closing scene of Acts, “It is because of the hope of Israel that I am bound with this
chain.” Luke defines that hope as “the Kingdom of God” and “the Lord Jesus Christ
(Acts 28:20, 31).” Jesus, Paul, and the entire New Testament always connect the gospel
to the story of Israel, and envision the Church as participating in the continuing story of
God’s chosen people, not replacing it.
The Rescue Gospel changes Christ’s gospel in two ways when it excludes the
story of Israel. First, it substitutes propositional statements for narrative as the primary
means of communicating the gospel. In contrast, when the first followers of Jesus wanted
to share the good news they wrote stories about Jesus, the four Gospel narratives. Jesus
himself uses parables to describe the Kingdom of God, stories rooted in and by the story
of Israel.27 Jesus used narrative images to describe the gospel in other situations as well.28
Instead of a narrative, the Rescue Gospel communicates the gospel as a set of
propositions about the meaning of Jesus’ death and the steps one takes to appropriate it
for salvation. These propositions come primarily from Paul’s letters—particularly
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Romans 3 and Galatians 2-3—rather than the Gospel narratives in Matthew, Mark, Luke
and John.29 This propositional formation of the gospel is rarely, if ever, found in
Scripture. This propositional gospel does not need the Old Testament, except to illustrate
New Testament principles; it does not need the story of Jesus, except for the cross.30 The
Rescue Gospel changes the gospel when it reduces the story to propositional steps
because it focuses on the content of the gospel as a plan of salvation, excluding the
function of the gospel as a grand narrative.31
Secondly, when it excludes the story of Israel, the Rescue Gospel foregoes the
authoritative and recurring pattern of God’s work in the lives of individuals and
communities. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the gospel is designed to function as a grand
narrative, framework for understanding one’s life. Chapter 4 argues the story of Israel—
from call to Exodus to wilderness to Jerusalem to exile—is not an external framework
imposed on one’s life; rather, it is the recurring pattern of God’s redemptive and
restorative hand in the lives of people. The story of Israel is the shape the gospel narrative
takes as it unfolds in the lives of individuals and communities. Chapter 5 considers the
results of this narrative, shaped by the story of Israel that always goes through the
Wilderness, for burnout. This chapter does not to equate the Wilderness with burnout, but
claims burnout is one possible and legitimate experience of wilderness. In this pattern,
the gospel provides a positive and productive role for burnout in a leader’s journey.
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Question #3—What about the Image of God?
The third question Scripture raises about the Rescue Gospel concerns the image of
God. The goal of Jesus’ gospel is to deal with sin in order to restore human beings to the
original image of God. The Rescue Gospel, however, is so obsessed with managing
individual sin and guilt it marginalizes or ignores restoration into the image of God.
Genesis says God created human beings in His own image and likeness and put
the fate of creation in human hands (Gen. 1:26-28; 5:1; 9:6). While proposals vary as to
the exact nature of this image, Genesis 1:26-28 makes two elements clear. To be created
in the image of God is: 1) to be made like God in a manner unique to the created order,
and 2) to be destined to be God’s co-rulers over creation.32 Or, as N. T. Wright says, “to
reflect God’s likeness to God in worship and to creation in co-rulership.”33 The fall
destroyed human ability to fulfill that call. Sin is therefore not simply individual moral
guilt. As Wolfhart Pannenberg insightfully summarizes, “Sin is the universal failure to
achieve our human destiny.”34 Salvation is restoration of that destiny of co-rule with God.
According to the New Testament,35 one aspect of Jesus’ work is to restore the
image of God in willing human beings so they may once again reflect His likeness and
fulfill their destiny as co-rulers of creation. As Paul says, Jesus came as the second Adam
and became the image of God on earth, succeeding where Adam and Eve failed (Rom.
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5:12-21; 1 Cor. 15:15-58; Phil. 2:6-11; Col. 1:15-20).36 In his discussion of the
Recapitulation theory of atonement, Scot McKnight claims one direct and intended
outcome Jesus’ successful career as the second Adam is the restoration of the image of
God, with all its intended purposes, in fallen human beings.37 Therefore, when the Bible
speaks of renewal into the image of Christ as the goal of the gospel (Rom. 8:28-29; 2
Cor. 3:18-4:6; Eph. 4:22-24; Col. 3:10), it is speaking of what Genesis calls the image of
God restored in human beings because Jesus successfully became what God intended for
Adam, and all humanity. That, according to McKnight, is one key aspect of atonement.
Therefore, a primary goal of Jesus’ gospel is to restore people into the image or likeness
of God, which is the image Christ. Daniel Kirk summarizes the outcome with
breathtaking clarity:
To be followers of Jesus is to live into the full potential of our God-given
humanness. Or to put it differently, we come more and more to bear the image
of God, that is the image of our older brother Jesus. The fact that Jesus is the
new picture of what it means to be truly human carries with it the implication
that we who participate in this new humanity must carry on every facet of his
work.38
In the life of Jesus the original image of God is realized, and in his resurrection he opened
the door for others to be transformed into that image. As Paul says, Jesus became “a lifegiving spirit. Just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so shall we bear the
likeness of the man from heaven (1 Cor. 15:45, 49).”

36

Ibid., 138-142.

37

Scot McKnight, A Community Called Atonement. (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2007), 1722, 101-107.
38

Kirk, Jesus Have I Loved, 52. Emphasis mine.

44
In his book The Divine Conspiracy, Dallas Willard names the Rescue Gospel’s
obsession with individual sin, “the gospel of sin management”.39 Willard says this
perspective shrinks the gospel “down to a statement about Jesus’ death and it’s meaning,
and a prayer with which people accept it.”40 It is so obsessed with personal sin,
“justification has taken the place of regeneration,” that it repaints Jesus as one “with no
serious work other than paying the price for personal salvation of individual human
beings”41 Forgiveness of sin and heaven when I die thus replaces renewal into the image
of God in the Rescue Gospel.
A gospel focused on managing sin shapes a leader much different than one
focused on renewal into the image of God. The gospel of sin-management creates (or
attracts) leaders constantly looking to fix and please; the very type of burnout-prone
individuals described in the previous chapter. A gospel whose goal is to deal with sin so
that one can be renewed into the image of God and fulfill our destiny as his co-rulers
shapes leaders who are secure in both their identity and purpose in this world. Chapter 8
proposes the practice of self-differentiation as a means to take seriously the promise to be
restored to the image of God, and thus shape leaders with the internal strength to
overcome the stresses of church leadership without burning out.42
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Question #4—Is there a Physical Resurrection and Restoration of Creation?
The fourth question Scripture raises about the Rescue Gospel concerns bodily
resurrection and the physical restoration of creation. The concrete hope of bodily
resurrection and physical restoration of creation are central to Jesus’ gospel. The Rescue
Gospel, on the other hand, substitutes the fuzzy hope of a disembodied existence in
heaven somewhere up there, ignoring the value God places on the human body and this
physical creation.43
The resurrection of Jesus is central throughout the New Testament. Luke
summarizes Paul’s gospel message as “Jesus and the resurrection,” not “Jesus and the
cross (Acts 17:18, 32).” Paul says without the resurrection, not the cross, “you are still in
your sins.” More than that, Paul says that Jesus’ resurrection is the pattern (first fruit) for
the bodily resurrection of every believer (1 Cor. 15:14-20; Rom. 6:5), and he ties the
bodily resurrection of human beings to the physical restoration of this creation.
The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For
the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will
of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated
from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the
children of God. We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the
pains of childbirth right up to the present time. Not only so, but we ourselves,
who have the firstfruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly as we wait eagerly for our
adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we were saved
(Rom. 8:19-24).
Therefore, the bodily resurrection of believers marks full adoption as God’s child, the day
“what happened to Jesus on Easter happens to all Jesus’ people.”44 This is not to deny the
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ultimate value of the cross. Rather this is to claim, in the Rescue Gospel, Jesus’ cross has
crowded Jesus’ resurrection out of the spotlight with devastating consequences.
Jesus’ gospel thus includes the physical restoration of all creation, not merely a
rescue of individuals before all things are abandoned. Peter says the goal of the gospel is
the restoration of all things in Acts 3:19-21, not only repentance. Jesus himself describes
the Good News as a fulfillment of God’s promise to renew and restore human society
(Luke 4:18-21; Isa. 61).45 John says the gospel includes the annexation of the kingdoms
of this creation by the Kingdom of God (Rev. 11:15; 1 Cor. 15:24-28). This will happen,
according to John, when the heavenly city, the New Jerusalem comes down to this earth
so God will be with us (Rev. 21-22). This restoration is physical and earthly, a rebirth of
this creation, not its abandonment. N. T. Wright calls it “the birth of new creation out of
the womb of the old.”46 There is no hint in Scripture of destroying or abandoning this
creation, nor of “ransomed souls making their way to a disembodied heaven.”47 No
matter how radical the recreation of the new heaven and new earth, both heaven and earth
do exist in the new order (Rev. 22:1f).
The Rescue Gospel substitutes the cross for Jesus’ resurrection as the centerpiece
of the gospel. It marginalizes Jesus’ resurrection, as well as the bodily resurrection of
human beings, and the physical restoration of creation. Daniel Kirk describes,
[This gospel] does not need the resurrection in order for the narrative to come
to its climactic conclusion. All it needed was the cross. As long as Jesus died
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for me, my soul could be in a personal relationship with God. The resurrection
was, at best, a tack-on, perhaps an empirical validation that God had accepted
Jesus sacrifice.48
The Rescue Gospel is built on a dualistic perspective that views the physical world as
unspiritual, or at least unimportant. Wright says, “We have been buying our mental
furniture for so long in Plato’s factory,” evangelical Christianity believes this dualistic
perspective is part of the fabric of Christianity. However, Wright continues, our view of
bodily resurrection is foundational because it, “gives shape and meaning to the rest of the
story we tell about God’s ultimate purposes.”49
The Rescue Gospel sees the physical world as temporary and unspiritual, and so
devalues the physical body. It creates church leaders and cultures that view physical
limitations and the need for physical self-care—such as rest, sleep, and exercise—as
unspiritual or immature. Since ignoring the physical needs of the body over the long-term
is at the root of burnout, its connection to a dualistic gospel is clear. Chapter 9 proposes
the practice of physical self-care as part of an effective response to burnout suggested by
a gospel with bodily resurrection and the physical restoration of creation at its center.

Question #5—What is Jubilee?
The fifth and final question Scripture raises about this Rescue Gospel concerns
the Biblical concept of Jubilee. The Rescue Gospel narrows Jesus’ mission to the cross,
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almost exclusively employing the imagery of the Exodus to explain his work. But Jesus
does not limit himself to images from Exodus in proclaiming his ultimate goals:50
The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good
news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and
recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of
the Lord’s favor…Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing (Luke 4:1821).
According to Scot McKnight, by quoting this passage from Isaiah 61—particularly with
the words, “the year of the Lord’s favor,”—Jesus invokes God’s vision to renew and
restore human society in the pattern of Jubilee.51 This is far from an isolated reference to
Jubilee in Luke’s writings. In fact, Jesus’ intent to fulfill the vision of Jubilee is a primary
theme of both Luke and Acts.52 Both Exodus and Jubilee shaped Jesus’ gospel.
According to Christopher J. H. Wright, former principle and professor of Old
Testament of All Nations College, Exodus is God’s pattern of redemption, and Jubilee is
God’s pattern of restoration.53 Exodus is the pattern of how God typically rescues His
people, and Jubilee is the pattern for the type of community God rescues them to become.
After the Exodus, God commanded the nation of Israel to celebrate a year of jubilee—
slaves were freed, all debts were forgiven, and all land returned to its original owner—
every fiftieth year (Lev. 25:8-10). In the exile, Jubilee added a political dimension to the
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economic vision of what the community formed by Exodus was to become. Jubilee came
to represent forgiveness of the national sins that had sent Israel into exile.54 God affirmed
this Jubilee vision and applied it to all creation in Isaiah 61. When Jesus announced the
Good News of the Kingdom it described the community the Jews were still waiting to
become. They awaited both an Exodus from subjection to Rome, and establishment of the
Kingdom after the pattern of Jubilee.
The Rescue Gospel is a gospel of Exodus without Jubilee.55 It accurately portrays
Jesus’ work on the cross using the imagery of Exodus, however it ignores the Bible’s
clear statements that Jesus came to establish a kingdom according to the vision of Jubilee.
In presenting Jesus’ mission as Exodus without Jubilee, the Rescue Gospel struggles to
have a vision beyond personal salvation. Because it narrows the gospel to personal
salvation (Exodus), but excludes community and relationships (Jubilee), the Rescue
Gospel steepens the slope on the road to burnout. Chapter 10 proposes participation in
meaningful community with one’s peers where one feels safe to share genuine feelings
and receive honest feedback as a foundational response to the burnout epidemic,
suggested by a gospel designed to create a community of Jubilee.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the Rescue Gospel may be best understood as one part of the
gospel masquerading as the entire gospel. Christopher Wright clearly identifies the
problem in his comments regarding a gospel shaped by Exodus to the exclusion of
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Jubilee: “My difficulty with this [gospel] is not in what it affirms but in what it omits. I
am not suggesting that it is not biblical but that it is not biblical enough.”56 Scot
McKnight clarifies the issue when he says, in this Rescue Gospel, “the personal plan of
salvation has hijacked the gospel. Evangelical Christianity is guilty of mistaking the plan
of salvation for the gospel.”57 N. T. Wright agrees:
I am perfectly comfortable with what people normally mean when they say
“the gospel.” I just don’t think it is what Paul means. In other words, I am not
denying that the usual meanings are things that people ought to say, to preach
about, to believe. I simply wouldn’t use the word “gospel” to denote those
things. [It] is not what the word gospel meant to either Jesus or his [Jewish]
apostles.58
Notice none of these scholars claim the Rescue Gospel is unbiblical. They affirm this
gospel reflects Scripture as far as it goes—accurately describing the plan of salvation—
but inaccurate because it is incomplete. Of course restoration begins with a rescue, but it
does not end there. Jesus’ gospel is the good news in that he is restoring all things, not
simply rescuing people before abandoning creation like a sinking ship.
If the story of Lifeboat #14 accurately pictures the Rescue Gospel, the story of A
Band of Brothers accurately represents Jesus’ gospel. In the Battle of Normandy on June
6, 1944 more than 13,100 paratroopers were dropped behind enemy lines, the first step of
the mission to retake the European continent from the Axis forces. These paratroopers
engaged both German soldiers and French nationals, some of the latter already organized
in resistance efforts. The mission and message of these brave men accurately reflects
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Jesus’ gospel. “Europe is not a sinking ship we intend to abandon. We are taking it back.
Join the resistance and make preparations for the liberation.” Jesus’ gospel is the active
preparing for the restoration of all things. The plan of salvation is how one is rescued in
order to join the resistance.59
This chapter has laid a theological foundation so we may explore the possible
connection between this Rescue Gospel and the burnout epidemic among Western
evangelical church leaders. Our exploration is charted by the five omissions of this gospel
detailed in this chapter, and the inadequate vision of local churches and church leadership
those omissions create. That vision encourages church leaders—due to their own identity
issues to be sure—down the path of burnout. McKnight agrees with this assessment:
I believe we are mistaken [about the gospel] and the mistake is creating the
problems we are trying to solve. But as long as we remain mistaken, we will
never solve the problem. Our system is broken and our so-called gospel broke
it. We can’t keep trying to improve the mechanics of the system because
they’re not the problem. The problem is that the system is doing what it should
do because it is energized by a badly shaped gospel. Our biggest problem is
that we have an entire culture shaped by a misunderstanding of the gospel.60
McKnight concludes, “We are asking the plan of salvation to something it was never
intended to do [and this] so-called gospel is deconstructing the church.”61 McKnight’s
description of the gospel as a hijack accurately describes its effect on the local church in
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Western evangelicalism: this gospel hijacks the goals for the local church, its vision for
its leaders, and its response when those leaders burnout.62
The remainder of this project investigates new responses to burnout Jesus’ gospel
suggests. Part Two of this project considers preparations for the stresses of church
leadership. Chapter 4 lays the groundwork for these preparations, arguing for the gospel,
given shape by the story of Israel, as God’s controlling narrative—the normative pattern
of God’s renewing and restoring work in the lives of individuals and communities.
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CHAPTER 4
NARRATIVE
The form in which language comes to us is as important as its content. If we
mistake its form, we will respond wrongly to its content. If we mistake a recipe
for vegetable stew for a set of clues for finding buried treasure, no matter how
carefully we read it, we will end up as poor as ever and hungry besides.1
Introduction to Part Two—The Gospel Grand Narrative

Part One of this project explored the current burnout epidemic among Western
church leaders and the version of the gospel embraced by a majority of those leaders.
Chapter 1 described the burnout epidemic. Chapter 2 portrayed the experience of burnout
from both a personal and academic perspective. Chapter 3 considered a version of the
gospel accepted by a many leaders in the West, particularly inspecting five apparent
omissions of this gospel when read in the light of Scripture. Having set burnout and the
gospel beside one another, we now explore the possible connection between the two.
Part two considers theological and hermeneutical implications of a Narrative
gospel shaped by the story of Israel, and therefore laying narrative foundations for an
effective response to the burnout epidemic. This project proposes four theological and
hermeneutical preparations necessary for the journey of church leadership. These
preparations are theological because they address the pattern of God’s redemptive and
restorative dealings with his people, individually and corporately. They are hermeneutical
in that they address how individuals interpret both Scripture and the events of one’s own
lives in light of Scripture. The key issue in Part Two is the nature of Biblical authority.
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This section proposes a reorientation of the leader’s view of Biblical authority to include
both the narrative and propositional authority of Scripture as the foundational preparation
for the leadership journey.
Chapter 4 explores the implications of a narrative gospel shaped by the story of
Israel for an effective response the burnout epidemic in Western church leadership. In
this chapter the case is made that the gospel, shaped by the story of Israel, is the grand
narrative of all Creation. This chapter first explores the function of grand narratives in
interpreting life and forming identity, and then claims the burnout epidemic is the result
of a gospel reshaped by Enlightenment grand narratives prevalent in American culture,
resulting in an approach that does not treat the gospel as a grand narrative. This chapter
then proposes that the Bible itself presents the gospel narrative, shaped by the story of
Israel, as the grand narrative of all creation—the consistent authoritative pattern of God’s
work as the gospel narrative unfolds in the lives of individuals and communities.
The Gospel as Grand Narrative
The Narrative Authority of Stories
Western culture has come to recognize the power (authority) of stories in the lives
of individual human beings and communities. As Bartholomew and Goheen say in their
book, The Drama of Scripture:
Humans interpret and make sense of their world through story. In order to
understand our world, to make sense of our lives, and to make our most
important decisions about how we ought to be living, we depend upon some
story.2
2
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Religious stories such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, and Christianity in all
their forms, as well as cultural stories such as the American Dream, and the liberal story
of progress are some examples of grand narratives. As will be discussed presently, grand
narratives serve as lenses to interpret an individual’s personal history, integrate past
experiences into a cohesive vision for the future, and form personal identity.3 Proponents
of this view insist grand narratives are essential to how human beings are designed to
operate because they reflect the narrative structure of existence.4 N. T. Wright claims, “A
story…is…the best way of talking about the way the world actually is.”5 Stories are the
framework through which humans find sense and meaning in the world.
The primary function of a grand narrative is to define and establish personal
identity within a community. In his book The Promise of Narrative Theology, George
Stroup establishes the connection between these narratives and identity formation. Stroup
says personal identity “refers to what kind of person an individual is or is becoming.”6
The development of personal identity, Stroup continues, is a hermeneutical function
because it uses the memory to interpret personal history and gives it an intelligible
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pattern, projected into the future.7 In this way stories form an interpretive scheme, or
grand narrative, which forms a sense of “movement” or “direction” out of “the muddle of
things we have done in order to become a self.”8 As Stroup says, grand narratives are thus
the hermeneutical device humans use to interpret and arrange the events of one’s
personal history into a plot for one’s life-story. Stories thus provide the form and
meaning for personal identity, which is a coherent sense of who one is, where one has
been, where one is going, and how one intends to get there.
According to Stroup, the grand narrative of one’s particular community is key to
this hermeneutical use of narrative.9 Every interpretation of personal history takes place
within the context of a particular situation in a particular community, which provides the
choice grand narrative individuals may use to develop personal identity within that
community. For this reason, “the community also places the most significant limitations
on the interpretation of personal history, limiting the possibility of vision.”10 In this way
the community answers the fundamental question every person asks by interpreting,
“What is the real story of which my life story is a part?”11 If the community provides a
faulty grand narrative—as this author claims is the case with the Rescue Gospel and
Western church leaders—the result is a misshapen personal identity, and burnout.
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The Gospel Grand Narrative
There is a growing consensus among Biblical scholars that the Bible presents the
gospel as a grand narrative, possibly the grand narrative of creation. C. V. Gerkin calls
the gospel, “an overarching narrative in which all other narratives are nested” disclosing,
“the ‘plot’ of God’s intentional purposes and direction” in this creation.12 Richard Hays
calls the story of Israel the story that “absorbs and transforms the world.”13 Lesslie
Newbigin, missionary to India whose writings laid the foundation for the Missional
Church Movement, says, “The Bible…tells a story that is the story, the story of which
human life is a part.14 This gospel is the grand narrative the church community is charged
with for providing her people, particularly her leaders, a story that gives identity and life
purpose in a healthy shape. What is the shape of this Gospel Grand Narrative?
When Jesus announced the good news that the Kingdom of God is at hand, he was
referring to the gospel as a grand narrative, a narrative that finds its plot in the story of
Israel (Matt. 4:12-24).15 This story began with the call of Abraham, the father of the
Jewish people, in which God promised Abraham He would bless him and make his
descendants a nation that would bless the world (Gen. 12:1-3). This gospel is given shape
as the story of Israel unfolds in the Exodus from Egypt, wandering in the wilderness,
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building the kingdom, captivity in exile and waiting for a second Exodus from the power
of new Roman oppressors. The Kingdom of God was a well-known grand narrative to the
first century Jews. When they heard Jesus proclaim it and promise to bring its longawaited climax, they understood Jesus claimed he would fulfill every promise to Israel.
When the story of Israel is excluded from the gospel—as this author claims is the case
with thee Rescue Gospel in the modern Western church—the gospel is changed and loses
its power to form gospel-shaped individuals and communities. The gospel has thus lost its
intended function as a grand narrative for the Western evangelical church and her leaders.
The Enlightenment Grand Narrative
The Western church has rejected this gospel as a grand narrative shaped by the
story of Israel, substituting a gospel shaped more by the Enlightenment than by Scripture.
Lesslie Newbigin agrees: “the Enlightenment and now its postmodern counterpart offer a
public and comprehensive story that shapes Western culture…and the Western church.”16
Newbigin defines this Enlightenment narrative as,
[A story that] begins in our evolutionary past and sees history in terms of the
progressive development of human mastery over nature by science and
technology that leads to a world of freedom and material prosperity.17
Newbigin is far from alone in his assessment. According to Peter Rollins, certainty and
satisfaction through the skillful application of knowledge and technique summarizes the
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human mastery the Enlightenment promised.18 Os Guinness agrees, offering a helpful
definition:
[The modern story] can be understood as the character and system of a world
produced by the forces of development and modernization, especially
capitalism, industrialized technology and telecommunications. [This] is
foundational for the character and identity of both Americans and American
evangelicals.19
This narrative promises unbroken success and control as one masters one’s environment
through the practical application of principles and technology provided by the sciences.
This author suggests the Rescue Gospel is one version of what this Newbigin, Rollins,
and Guinness might call the Enlightenment grand narrative. Principles and propositions
replace narrative, the plan of salvation masquerades as the whole gospel, an
Enlightenment narrative hijacks the Gospel Grand Narrative, and burnout supplants the
health of gospel-shaped life and leadership.
Stroup claims the two narratives employed by Puritan preaching at the founding
of this country led directly to the specific ways in which the Enlightenment story hijacked
the Gospel Grand Narrative. The first Puritan narrative is the covenant of grace, preached
every Sunday, which provided a narrative framework for the individual’s move from “sin
to salvation to service” with a focus on personal salvation. The second is the Jeremiad,
preached on special occasions, which provided a narrative framework to view America as
God’s new chosen nation, the New Israel. Both narratives are shaped by an
Enlightenment perspective that first identifies a problem—how to be the chosen nation or
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how to experience individual salvation—and then provide the tools and technology for
the solution. Both narratives eclipse20 the gospel narrative shaped by the story of Israel
and Jesus’ kingdom vision. They substitute smaller narratives of personal salvation or
chosen nation to masquerade as the gospel, laying the foundation for modern hijacks.21
In his book Dining with the Devil, Os Guinness identifies the Church Growth
Movement (or Megachurch Movement) as the specific version of the Enlightenment story
that has most recently absorbed the gospel story in Evangelical local churches and church
leadership. This Church Growth version of the Enlightenment narrative sheds
considerable light on the connection between the Rescue Gospel and burnout. In it the
local church is the chosen nation and the individual to be saved is the church leader—
saved from the overwhelming stress of church leadership. The Church Growth narrative
defines success as local churches continually growing in attendance, facilities, and
finances.22 It promises to save church leaders through the skillful application of
knowledge and technique from the sciences of management, marketing, psychology,
communications, and sociology.23
In this writer’s estimation, this Church Growth grand narrative subverts the gospel
in at least two ways: it shapes leaders who place their confidence in tools and techniques,
leaving no room for the redemptive and restorative failure one may find in the
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wilderness. While the tools of modern social and psychological sciences have great value
for church leaders in their role as organizational leaders, allowing this narrative to define
both success and the means to success leads to confidence in the most useful tools and
techniques rather than confidence in the restoring hand of God. In the words of Os
Guinness, the Western church has plundered the Egyptians and ended up worshiping their
gods.24 Kirk further explains,
We have written Christ’s name in the byline of our culture’s story and think we
have thereby made known the gospel of Jesus. We can do what you can do
with equal excellence—that seems to be our self-indulgent claim to the society
in whose wake we struggle to swim.25
Both the claim to excellence and the struggle to swim are hallmarks of this subversion of
the gospel narrative. By revealing the pattern of God’s hand in human lives, the gospel
narrative encourages individuals to put their confidence in God, particularly in the face of
a catastrophic failure such as burnout.
Secondly, narratives shaped by the Enlightenment like the Church Growth
narrative have no room for the redemptive failure found in the wilderness. Stroup
provides clarity on this issue in saying, whenever another story shapes our gospel, “The
Biblical text, not the hearer, is converted.”26 Leaders are converted by this other gospel,
believing the Enlightenment promise of control and success in the face of any problem if
they only apply the right techniques and technology. In this author’s opinion, at best these
different versions of the Enlightenment narrative provide a fortress of busyness and
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denial to shield the leader from the unresolved issues he or she brings to leadership.
Burnout is the symptom that the fortress of busyness has been breached. This narrative,
however, has no room for productive frustration and failure—and certainly not burnout
—when the fortress is compromised. As popular Evangelical responses to burnout
illustrate, the Enlightenment narrative only offers more principles and tools to fix the
burnout problem (assuming burnout is only a problem to be solved). The Gospel Grand
Narrative, on the other hand, offers hope and opportunity to shape individual lives
particularly in the face of failure. We now turn to consider Gospel Grand Narrative and
the hope it offers, particularly in the face of burnout.
The Gospel as THE Grand Narrative
While the gospel may be a grand narrative, does Scripture support the claim that
it is the true grand narrative? Does the Scripture even consider it as such? This section
proposes evidence that the Bible commends both the narrative authority of Scripture—
stories as vehicles of authority—in general, and particularly the gospel grand narrative
shaped by Israel’s story as the true grand narrative of creation.
Jesus’ Typological Interpretation of Scripture
Jesus saw life through the gospel grand narrative. This is first seen in how he
handled the narrative elements of Scripture. Jesus appealed to the narrative authority of
Scripture in his use of Old Testament images, stories, and narrative patterns, particularly
when “describing (his own) identity and mission in this world.” This is according to F. F.
Bruce, Rylands Professor of Biblical Criticism and Exegesis at the University of
Manchester, and former department head of Biblical History and Literature at the
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University of Sheffield.27 Bruce claims that Jesus gives narrative elements the same
authority as propositional statements in interpreting and applying the Old Testament,
particularly when describing who he was and why he had come to earth. Bruce says this
consistent method of the Old Testament interpretation is also employed by the New
Testament writers, and it points to the influence of “one powerful mind… unmistakably
the mind of Jesus himself.”28
R. T. France, New Testament scholar at Wycliffe Hall Oxford and London School
of Theology, identifies this distinctive method of interpreting Scripture employed by
Jesus as typology.29 Typology is the theological conviction that many Old Testament
images, events, circumstances, and patterns in the lives of individuals and nations—the
narrative elements of Scripture—carry the authority typically attributed solely to
propositional statements.30 Francis Foulkes, former warden of St. John's College at the
University of Auckland, New Zealand and contributor to the Tyndale New Testament
Commentary series, provides a concise definition:
We may say that a type is an event, a series of circumstances, or an aspect of
the life of an individual or of the nation, which finds a parallel and a deeper
realization in the incarnate life of our Lord…a pattern of the dealings of God
with men…repeated, though with a fullness and finality they did not exhibit
before.31
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Typology acknowledges the authority of both the images and narrative elements of
Scripture, and suggests rules for interpreting them. While some would question the
legitimacy of a typological approach to Scripture—and it must be acknowledged that
typology has been employed in fanciful and arbitrary interpretation of Scripture—this
project accepts a typological approach to Scripture when governed by appropriate
correspondence. This author follows the judgment of scholars such as F.F. Bruce and
R.T. France in accepting this interpretive approach, accepting their opinion that this was
the approach taken by both Jesus himself, and the New Testament writers who followed
him, in interpreting Scripture.32
Jesus most clearly exhibits this approach to the Old Testament when he predicts
that he must rise from the dead after three days, even though there is no Old Testament
passage that explicitly identifies such a three-day period.33 Jesus’ authority for his claim
is the story of Jonah emerging after three days in the belly of a whale. Although this story
has no propositional connection to the Messiah’s identity or mission,34 Jesus uses this
narrative pattern as authority to establish his own identity and mission in this world in
the same way modern interpreters typically use Old Testament propositions.35
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True Typology (as opposed to fanciful or allegorical interpretation) claims to
reveal “the intended (authoritative) sense of the Old Testament,”36 not creative
applications of the interpreter.37 Essential to this authority is the historical and a
theological correspondence between the type (Jonah) and antitype (Christ).38 Historical
correspondence is “a correspondence of (current) situation and (past) event,” as in the
three days of Jonah in the fish and of Jesus in the tomb. According to France, only real
“historical correspondence differentiates fanciful allegory from true typology.”39 While it
must be acknowledged that objective interpretive controls are difficult to establish in this
method, correspondence provides a foundation to appropriately follow the example of
Jesus in handling the narrative elements of Scripture.40
Theological correspondence is based on the conviction that, “there is a historical
consistency in God’s dealings with men, an authoritative pattern in God’s Old Testament
actions repeated in New Testament events.”41 That is to say certain narrative elements,
such as Jonah’s three days in the fish, are the authoritative pattern for other
corresponding events, like Jesus’ resurrection. Other examples of such patterns are the
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correspondence between Passover and the Cross (John 1:29, 36), the correspondence of
the Red Sea and Christian baptism (1 Cor. 10:1-10), and the correspondence of Boaz
acting as Kinsman Redeemer for Naomi and Jesus acting as Kinsman Redeemer for
creation on the cross.42 In each case, the earlier event establishes an authoritative pattern,
which will be for repeated with greater significance in the later event.43
This author claims the whole of the story of Israel is such a typological pattern,
with both historical and theological correspondence to life of both individuals and
communities. As mentioned above, while correspondence does not necessarily establish
the tight exegetical controls that an Enlightenment perspective desires, following the lead
of France, Foulkes, Bruce, and others, this author believes this narrative approach to
interpretation follows more closely Jesus’ practice and unveils the patterns of God’s
redeeming and restoring work in his people—a perspective predating the Enlightenment.
The implications for our response to the burnout epidemic are extremely significant.

The Story-of-Israel Pattern
A central claim of this project is that the narrative of Israel is such an authoritative
recurring pattern (type) of God’s work. The story of Israel is the pattern the Gospel Grand
Narrative takes as it unfolds in the lives of individuals and communities. This claim is
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based on a gospel that continues and fulfills the story of Israel, primarily communicated
by narrative and not proposition. Although neither Jesus, nor the New Testament writers
explicitly make this connection with the story of Israel, it is based on their consistent
method of Old Testament interpretation. As Edmund Clowney, former president of
Westminster Theological Seminary, says, “To conclude that we can never see a type
where the New Testament does not identify [an authoritative type] is to confess to
hermeneutical bankruptcy.”44 In other words, authoritative types are not restricted to
those identified by Jesus and the New Testament writers. This project claims the story of
Israel is such an authoritative type. Although not specifically identified by Jesus or the
New Testament writers, this author believes there is ample evidence to establish that
Scripture intended the story of Israel to function as an authoritative pattern of God’s
gospel dealings with his people both individually and corporately.
Israel’s journey is a story that unfolds in five stages; it is a story with five
chapters. Chapter One is Abraham’s Call in Canaan, where God promises Abraham
would father a nation through whom God would bless the world (Gen. 12:1-3).45 Chapter
Two is Israel’s Exodus from Egypt. Abraham’s descendents are saved from a famine by
leaving Canaan for Egypt where their numbers swell. The place of blessing (population
boom), however, becomes a place of bondage where they are forced to build someone
else’s pyramids. God remembers his promise to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and frees his
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people in the Exodus, culminating in the Passover and crossing the Red Sea (Exod. 1-14).
The third chapter in the story of Israel is Training in the Wilderness. God uses the
wilderness to train Israel to fulfill their call. God establishes a national identity and with
Torah and Tabernacle and develops their faith in God’s guidance and provision on the
journey (Exod. 15 to Deut. 34). Chapter Four of Israel’s story is the Establishment of the
Kingdom in Jerusalem. God gives Israel land, a temple, and, king. He refines his promise
to Abraham; the dynasty of the Messiah will come from the house of David forever (2
Sam. 7:11-16). However, the nation declines due to idolatry. Chapter Five is Israel’s
Exile in Babylon, where all the symbols of God’s fulfilled promise—temple, king, and
land—are taken. After 70 years they return to the land, rebuild the city, and eventually
the temple. However, in Jesus’ time, the nation of Israel still considers herself in exile.46
The promises of God to Abraham, Moses, and David remain unfulfilled. They are subject
to other nations. Exile leaves Israel awaiting another Exodus, a New Exodus.
The same Story-of-Israel-Pattern—Call in Canaan, Exodus from Egypt, Training
in the Wilderness, Kingdom in Jerusalem, and Exile in Babylon—gives shape to Jesus’
life.47 Jesus’ Call to be the Messiah is clear from the visitation of angels to both parents,
the temple prayers of Simeon and Anna, and Jesus’ own self-understanding in Nazareth
(Matt. 1:18-24; Luke 1:26-38; 2:21-40; 4:14-30). Jesus’ Exodus is his family’s flight to
Egypt from Herod’s infanticide. Matthew attributes Jesus’ return to prophesy, “out of
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Egypt I have called my son (Matt. 2:15; Exod. 4:22, 23; Hos. 11:1).” After his baptism,48
Jesus is immediately Led by the Spirit into the Wilderness (Mark 1:9-11; Matt. 4:1-13;
Luke 4:1-13).49 Immediately after the wilderness, Jesus begins announcing the Kingdom
(Mark 1:14ff; Matt. 4:12-25) that he must inaugurate in Jerusalem (Matt. 16:21-28; Mark
8:31-9:1; Luke 9:22-27). After his resurrection, Jesus ascends and is now King in Exile,
waiting for his Father to make his enemies a footstool for his feet so he may return and
set up his kingdom (Luke 20:43; Acts 2:35; Heb. 1:10; 10:13; Ps. 110:1; Isa. 66:1).
Furthermore, the Story-of-Israel-Pattern gave shape to the lives of significant
characters in both the Old and New Testaments, including Moses, Joseph, Paul, and
others. Moses was clear concerning his call to be the deliver of God’s people from the
hand of Pharaoh. For forty years in Egypt he is trained in Pharaoh’s household and
elevated to a high status, seemingly perfect pedigree for a deliverer. But his dreams of
deliverance are shattered when he attempts to fulfill them in his own strength, becoming
a murder (Exod. 1:1-2:14; Heb. 11:23-29). Moses then flees to the wilderness for forty
years, until the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob renews his call to deliver His people
from bondage (Exod. 2:15-3:22). Returning to Egypt, Moses fulfills his call (builds his
kingdom) and leads the people out of Egypt and ultimately to the edge of the Promised
Land (Exod. 4:1 through Deut. 33:29). But Moses is sent into exile before arrival, seeing
the land, but not setting foot in it (Deut. 34; Matt. 17:3; Mark 9:4; Luke 9:30; Rev. 11).
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Likewise Joseph’s life follows this pattern. Joseph’s call was a God-given dream
that his family would bow down to him (Gen. 27:6-9). Joseph experienced his Egypt as
he began to fulfill the dream in his own strength—boasting about the dream to his family,
showing aptitude in administration and leadership, and receiving special favor from his
father (Gen. 37:1-11). Joseph entered his wilderness when his brothers sold him into
slavery in Potipher’s household and the national prison system (Gen. 37:12-36; 39:141:23). Joseph’s kingdom came when he is unexpectedly taken from prison and made to
be ruler of Egypt (Gen. 42-45). But Joseph is exiled in Egypt, commanding his bones to
be taken and buried in Canaan, his homeland, at his death (Gen. 50:25-26; Heb. 11:22).
Paul’s story began with a misguided response to a clear call from God, a career
persecuting the followers of Jesus (Paul’s Egypt—Acts 9:1-18). After two unsuccessful
attempts to carry out the Damascus Road call in his own resources, God personally sent
him home to Tarsus, his wilderness, (Acts 9:19-31; 22:17-21). Ten years later Barnabas
unexpectedly retrieved Paul, and after a year in Antioch, God sent Paul to live out the
Damascus Road call (Acts 11:19-31; 13:1-3), starting new churches throughout the
Eastern Roman Empire (Acts 13-19). But Paul is still an exile at the end of his story,
under arrest in Rome (Acts 28).
This brief survey is given to support the claim of an intentional historical and
theological correspondence between the story of Israel and the lives of Jesus and other
Biblical pilgrims. As will be demonstrated in the next section, the book of Hebrews and
the letters of Paul command followers of Jesus to look for the same pattern in their own
lives. For now this project turns to an even broader correspondence, a Scriptural theme
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that supports the idea that the gospel shaped by the story of Israel is the grand narrative of
all creation.
The New Exodus
Scripture consistently points to a New Exodus—following the pattern of Israel’s
first Exodus from Egypt—as the culmination of the story of Israel for the Jews, followers
of Christ, and all creation. Fred L. Fischer supports this idea, saying, “Exodus was not an
isolated occurrence, but revealed a pattern of God’s action, and that the narrative itself
became a mold, ‘a prototype in which other stories have been cast.’”50 The promise of a
New Exodus as the culmination of the story of Israel after exile is also evident in Judges,
1 Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel.51 But this New Exodus extends even
further.
As the gospel unfolds in creation, it takes the shape of the story of Israel
culminating in the New Exodus as well. Every part of creation is exiled from Eden
awaiting a new exodus. According to Hebrews, every follower of Christ is in this same
position, exiles looking for the New Exodus,
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These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had
been promised. God had planned something better for us so that only together
with us would they be made perfect (Heb. 11:39-40).
Scholars also see the promise of a New Exodus made to followers of Jesus in 1 Peter,
Revelation,52 and most importantly, Romans, Paul’s most complete exposition of the
gospel.53 N. T. Wright claims in Romans chapters five through eight that Paul has in
mind “not just the story of Israel, but more specifically the redeeming story of the
Exodus.”54 In Romans 8:19-21 Paul concludes his Exodus-shaped exposition of the
gospel, applying the image to all creation:
The creation waits in eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed. For
the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will
of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be liberated
from its bondage to decay and brought into the glorious freedom of the
children of God.
Just as Israel was delivered from Egypt in the first Exodus, Jesus will lead the human
race and all creation out of bondage to decay in a New Exodus, after the pattern of the
first Exodus.
Bartholomew and Goheen say this is not a novel interpretation. Israel’s story was
presented as the grand narrative for all creation from the beginning,
[Scripture] begins with the creation of the world and ends with its renewal, and
leads through a narrow road marked by Israel, Jesus, and the church. God’s
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work in Israel, the church, and especially in Jesus, offers clues to the meaning
of history. The Bible tells the story of God’s coming rule over creation.55
Scripture presents the story of Israel as the story of creation. According to Kirk as well,
the original Exodus from Egypt points back to Eden and forward to a New Exodus in
which all creation participates, led by the promised Messiah:
Israel told the story of the world, and of people in it, as the prelude to its own
story. In fact, Israel’s unfolding drama reads as the story of the one nation God
has chosen to play the role that God had first assigned to humanity as a whole.
[It is] a narrative that had its roots in Adam and Abraham, Moses and
David…a controlling narrative in which Paul sees himself, the church, Israel
and ultimately the entire cosmos participating.56
The Gospel Grand Narrative shaped by the story of Israel is thus the grand narrative of all
creation; the story that gives shape to every individual’s life.

Conclusion
Human beings make sense of life, and their own place in it, through stories. These
grand narratives are hermeneutical devices individuals use to interpret the events of their
lives and form personal identity. The gospel is one such grand narrative. The next three
chapters examine the impact of a Gospel Grand Narrative shaped by the story of Israel on
an effective response to burnout. The next chapter seeks to answer one question, “How
do individuals participate in that gospel narrative? How does one obey a story?”
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CHAPTER 5
CONVERGENCE

My contention is that the narrative character of Christian convictions is neither
incidental nor accidental to Christian belief. There is no more fundamental way
to talk of God than in a story. The fact that we come to know God through the
recounting of the story of Israel in the life of Jesus is decisive for our
understanding of the God we worship and the world in which we exist.1

Introduction
The previous chapter argued for the gospel, shaped by the story of Israel, as the
controlling narrative of all Creation. This perspective is based on the interpretive
practices of Jesus and the New Testament writers in dealing with the Old Testament, as
well as the consistent shape of individual narratives in Scripture. Chapter 5 explores the
implications of a narrative gospel for the Western church’s response to the burnout
epidemic. This chapter claims that burnout in church leadership is a result, in part, of a
propositional gospel that does not recognize or submit to the narrative authority of the
Bible. This chapter proceeds in three sections regarding the nature, purpose, and practice
of authority in the Bible. This chapter first considers the nature of Biblical authority,
making a case to place the narrative authority of Scripture on equal footing with its
propositional authority. We then consider the purpose of Biblical authority, that is,
shaping individuals who stand for God’s desires and intentions in their daily lives. This
chapter concludes with the practice of Narrative Convergence as a response to burnout.
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This practice submits to the narrative authority of Scripture, and thus allows the Gospel
Grand Narrative to interpret the events of the leader’s and form leader’s identity in a way
that can overcome the stresses of church leadership that so often lead to burnout.
The Narrative Authority of Scripture
To identify the gospel as a grand narrative raises the issue of the authority of
Scripture, particularly its narrative authority. What does the “authority of Scripture”
mean? Wright claims the church typically comes to this question with a key assumption
concerning the nature of Biblical authority that shapes the answer before this question is
asked. Reflecting a trend started in the Reformation, the contemporary church often
assumes the authority of Scripture is propositional in nature.
Within the church, the question of what we mean by authority has had
particular focal points. “Authority” is the place where we go to find out the
correct answers to key questions such as (How are things to be organized
within church life? What are the boundaries of allowable behavior and
doctrine?). [Is] that really what the Bible is for? Is it there to control the
church? Is it simply there to look up the correct answers to questions that we,
for some reason, already know?2
In his book The Bible Made Impossible, Christian Smith calls this approach a Handbook
Model of the Bible’s authority. According to this approach, the Bible,
…teaches doctrine and morals with every affirmation that it makes, so that
together those affirmations comprise something like a handbook or textbook
for Christian belief and living, a compendium of divine and therefore inerrant
teachings on a full array of subjects—including science, economics, health,
politics and romance.3
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This Handbook Model claims the Bible expresses its authority solely in propositional
statements such as commands, principles, and wisdom. Thus, the purpose of Biblical
authority, according to this perspective, is to provide the right answers for morals,
behavior, decisions, and doctrine. Individuals and communities submit to its authority as
they obey those propositions.4 Wright, Smith, and others, however, question whether the
nature of the Bible’s authority is purely, or even primarily, propositional.5 They claim
this model allows the Enlightenment’s controlling narrative to define both the nature and
purpose of Biblical authority; a view they say must be reconsidered.
Wright suggests that one first approach Scripture as it is—primarily narrative—
and then move to what authority might be, instead of starting with assumptions as to what
authority is and fit one’s view of Biblical authority to those preconceived, modern ideas:
Most of the Bible does not consist of rules and regulations—lists of commands
to be obeyed. Nor does it consist of creeds—lists of things to be believed.
Much of what we call the Bible is not a rulebook; it is a narrative, [therefore,]
it might be a good idea to consider how stories might carry, or be vehicles for,
authority. The regular views of scripture and its authority which we find not
only outside but inside evangelicalism fail to do justice to what the Bible
actually is—an ancient narrative book.6
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In his book The Peaceable Kingdom, Stanley Hauerwas agrees with Wright, and adds
that narrative authority is an issue of foundational importance to life and faith. The quote
from the heading of this chapter bears repeating here:
My contention is that the narrative character of Christian convictions is neither
incidental nor accidental to Christian belief. There is no more fundamental way
to talk of God than in a story. The fact that we come to know God through the
recounting of the story of Israel in the life of Jesus is decisive for our
understanding of the God we worship and the world in which we exist.7
Recovering the gospel as a grand narrative is thus not merely a creative hermeneutic
move or response to a cultural fad. It is essential to recovering the authority of Scripture
and allowing “Scripture to function as the Word of God in our life of His people” as God
intended.8 Wright helpfully frames the question to which this leads us, “How in the Bible
does God exercise His authority?” In other words, what does God use His authority to do
in the lives of his people in Scripture, and how does He do it?

The Purpose of Biblical Authority—Formation
According to Wright, McKnight and others, the purpose of Biblical authority is to
shape the lives of individuals and communities so that they authentically embody God’s
own authority—his desires and intentions—in their worlds. The purpose of Biblical
authority is not only to provide a list of commands to obey or doctrines to believe.9 That
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is to say, God brings His authority to bear through the Scriptures in order to shape the
identity, character, and intentions of individuals and communities so that God’s own
desires and intentions (authority) are genuinely and courageously embodied in the daily
lives of those individuals and communities. This represents nothing less than the
continuation of God’s original purpose for human beings as co-rulers who reflect, or
authentically embody, the image of God in a fallen world.10
Wright claims that God always exercises His authority in this way, by delegating
it to “human agents anointed and equipped by the Holy Spirit.”11 Wright cites Micaiah in
1 Kings 22 as a prime example of this claim. In that story God’s desires and intentions
were for the kings of Judah and Israel not to attack their common enemy. Micaiah stood
against the advice of the other prophets who argued for attack based on Scripture
(quoting Deut. 33), tradition (Yahweh would fight for Israel), and reason (Judah and
Israel together can win easily).12 Even though they had Scripture, tradition, and reason on
their side, they did not have God on their side. Wright concludes, “This is how God
brought His authority to bear; not by revealing to them a set of timeless truths, but by
delegating His authority to [an] obedient” human being who would authentically embody
His desires in that specific situation.
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The phrase “authority of scripture,” therefore, is a sort of shorthand for the fact
that the creator and covenant God uses this book as his means of equipping and
calling the church…to enable us to be Micaiahs in church and society [who]
speak freshly and with authority to the world.13
The purpose of Biblical authority is to shape individuals and communities who naturally
and normally represent God’s desires and intentions in their daily lives.
The argument here is not for individuals and communities to stop acknowledging
and obeying the propositional statements of Scripture. Obviously commands and precepts
represent God’s desires. Rather, this is a challenge to incorporate the narrative authority
of Scripture as well. The challenge of submitting to Biblical authority thus changes one’s
focus from solely obeying its propositions, to include obeying its narratives. This leads to
the original question, “How does one obey a narrative?” and then to a second, “What
does that imply for an effective response to burnout?”

The Practice of Biblical Authority—Narrative Convergence
It is one thing to establish the narrative authority of Scripture, and quite another to
obey it. “How does one obey a narrative?” asks Wright,
How can the book of Judges, or Acts, be authoritative? It is one thing to go to
your commanding officer first thing in the morning and have a string of
commands barked at you. But what would you do if…he began ‘Once upon a
time…?’14
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Wright proposes the Unfinished Play Model as an answer to his own question.15 Wright
asks us to imagine a play by Shakespeare whose fifth act has been lost. He proposes a
practical means to put on the play, including the unwritten fifth act:
[Instead of writing a fifth act] it might be felt better to give the key parts to
highly trained, sensitive and experienced Shakespearian actors, who would
immerse themselves in the first four acts, and in the language and culture of
Shakespeare and his time, and who then would be told to work out a fifth act
for themselves.16
The goal, however, is neither a repetition of the first four acts, nor to perform something
that is inconsistent with them. Actors are expected improvise a fifth with both
“innovation and consistency.”17 The narrative of the first four acts becomes actors’
authority for the fifth.
Based on Wright’s model of an unfinished play, this author proposes the story of
Israel as the plot of every life-story, the geography of every life-journey. The story of
Israel forms is the narrative authority that followers of Jesus (and their leaders) are to
both study and obey. Followers obey this narrative by studying those actors who took the
same journey, using their performance as an authoritative model for one’s own.18
Scripture throughout instructs individuals to take this approach.
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Both Paul and the writer of the book of Hebrews commend the story of Israel as
the pattern followers of Jesus look for as they cooperate with his work in their own lives.
Paul is considered first. Richard Hays, Dean and George Washington Ivey Professor of
New Testament at Duke Divinity School, claims, “Paul’s use of the terms typoi and
typikos (1 Cor. 10:6; Rom. 5:14) laid the foundation for using Israel’s story as a metaphor
for Christian experience.” Echoing the treatment of typology in the previous chapter,
Hays says the Old Testament was written, “For the specific purpose of eliciting the
interpretation (Paul) gives them.”19 Paul is merely continuing the interpretive tradition
established in Deuteronomy, “turning the exodus into a paradigm for the future
experience of both Israel and the church.”20 Hays further claims that Paul treats, “Israel
and the church as pilgrim people who stand in different times, different chapters of the
same story, but in identical relation to the same gracious and righteous God.”21 All of
these statements echo the discussion of typology and the pattern of God’s redeeming and
restoring hand from the previous chapter.
Most importantly, this interpretive use of the story of Israel is not a novel or
newly innovated approach. Hays claims this use of Israel’s story was central, not
peripheral in the early church.22 Paul likewise considers the story of Israel to be the
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consistent and authoritative pattern of God’s redemptive and restorative dealings with his
people, individually and corporately. Like the actors in Wright’s Unfinished Play Model,
followers of Jesus have the previous acts of this story as the authority for one’s own life
as one travels the same geography of life they did. This assumption is most clearly stated,
however, by the writer of the book of Hebrews.
Consistent with Wright’s Unfinished Play Model, Hebrews 13:7-8 instructs
followers of Jesus to study and imitate the lives of individual “heroes of faith” in
Scripture. The writer of Hebrews tells us how live in light of their narratives: “Remember
your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you. Consider the outcome of their way of
life and imitate their faith. Because Jesus Christ is the same yesterday today and forever”
(Heb. 13:7-8). Robert Clinton, Professor of Leadership Studies at Fuller Seminary School
of Intercultural Studies and author The Making of a Leader, describes the implications of
this passage:
[To] imitate the faith of former leaders, we study their lives. Are the lessons
learned by biblical and spiritual leaders who lived years ago applicable to us
today? Yes! Because, Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever. It
is no accident that those words follow the admonition to “think back” and
“imitate.”23
It is no accident that these words follow discussions of the hall of faith (Heb. 11), and
Jesus as the ultimate model to follow (Heb. 12). Clinton reflects the typological principle
of correspondence when he says the reason we study the lives of our heroes of the faith is
because Jesus is the same today as yesterday. The consistent pattern of God’s redemptive
and restorative hand in individuals and communities is evident in the Biblical accounts of
their lives and experiences, recorded there for modern pilgrims to study and imitate.
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The command of Hebrews 13 must be seen, however, through narrative and not
propositional perspective. Clinton does not do this, limiting the influence of these heroes
to the “lessons learned by biblical and spiritual leaders,” that is to propositional not
narrative authority. He commends the study of biblical leaders solely for principles to
obey and lessons to learn, disregarding the potential of narrative authority to shape people
who can authentically embody God’s authority with these stories. Kirk more accurately
sums up the intent of both Paul and the writer of Hebrews saying they were, “writing
letters to churches to help them see…how God had written them into the cosmic story of
salvation.”24 As seen in the previous chapter, the lives of people such as Joseph, Moses,
Jesus, and Paul reveal the pattern of God’s restorative hand in one’s life. This leads to the
two final questions of this chapter, “How does one obey an narrative?” and, “What
practices does the narrative authority of Scripture suggest for a response to burnout?”
The Practice of Narrative Convergence
Map-Reading
First, how does one obey a narrative, particularly the gospel as a grand narrative?
Consider the Gospel Grand Narrative to be a map of this life, and of all creation. The
story of Israel accurately represents the geography of life; it maps the pattern life takes as
the gospel unfolds in an individual or community. Everyone is called. Everyone
experiences an Exodus from a place of apparent blessing that becomes a place of
bondage. Everyone then goes through a wilderness where one learns how to be the person
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who can carry out the call they received. Everyone has a chance to build their own
Kingdom, to live their dream. However, every successful journey in this life—even the
journey of Jesus the most successful kingdom-builder—ends in exile. No one fully
receives what was promised. Everyone is looking for a New and complete Exodus. This
is the gospel’s grand narrative, shaped by the story of Israel. It is this for which the writer
of Hebrews commands us to search, study, and imitate. Hebrews 11 and 12 suggest Jesus
and the Hall of Faith as starting points for this search.
If the Gospel Grand Narrative is a map, the individual narratives Hebrews
commands one to study and imitate are the annotations of previous travelers on the map
of the same gospel journey. The lives of individuals such as Joseph, Moses, Jesus, and
Paul provide personal notes—annotations—for modern day followers to study and
imitate while on their own journeys. Their experiences of call, Exodus, wilderness,
kingdom, and exile provide practical examples for the response of modern leaders to
study and imitate in their own call, Exodus, wilderness, kingdom, and exile. How can this
be true? “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever.” This is the pattern of his
work in the lives of individuals and communities.
Narrative Convergence
The practice of Narrative Convergence is here proposed as the first practice in
response to the burnout epidemic, suggested by this Gospel Grand Narrative.25 Narrative
Convergence is practiced when one identifies where one’s own narrative converges with
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the Biblical narrative. Stroup may provide the clearest explanation of this practice when
he says, “Christians read the Bible to find themselves in its pages. The individual read
(sic.) the Scripture to incorporate the world, oneself, and for the preacher, the
congregation into the Biblical story.”26 Narrative Convergence is a practical application
of the narrative authority of Scripture. It is a personal application of the historical and
theological correspondence of typology with the goal of finding oneself in the pages, or
narrative, of Scripture. Theological and historical correspondence between the Biblical
narrative and the personal life of the reader controls Narrative Convergence and keeps it
from slipping into fanciful or allegorical interpretation. Because the story of Israel—call,
Exodus, wilderness, kingdom, and exile—represents God’s consistent pattern of
restoration, that story provides the historical and theological basis for this
correspondence, or convergence.
In practice, Narrative Convergence is first to study the Gospel Grand Narrative
shaped by Israel’s story as a map of life, then to identify annotations made by previous
pilgrims in the Biblical accounts of their lives where their narratives converge with one’s
own present experience, so one may finally imitate their responses to those situations. It
is, for example, to look to the call of Abraham or Joseph for clues to identify or respond
to one’s own call. This practice is to look to Joseph’s response to his slavery as a model
to respond to one’s own wilderness experience. Narrative Convergence is to look to the
story of Paul or Moses and their sudden call in their wilderness to live out the dream they
thought had died as clue to how to negotiate one’s own wilderness. This practice assumes
a familiarity with the biblical narrative, and the ability to identify that narrative as it takes
26
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shape in the life of oneself of others. Narrative Convergence is simply a practical means
to imitate the way of life and faith one has studied in Biblical narratives (Heb. 13:7-8).
This author contends that the burnout epidemic is due in part to visions of life and
church leadership that do not acknowledge or conform to the pattern of God’s redemptive
and restorative hand as revealed through the narratives of Scripture, particularly the story
of Israel. The burnout epidemic is a result of individuals shaped by an Enlightenment
narrative and not by the Gospel Grand Narrative. The practice of Narrative Convergence
is here suggested as a practical means to allow the Gospel Grand Narrative to shape one’s
life and leadership. Narrative Convergence enables an individual leader to cooperate with
the revealed pattern of God’s restorative work in their lives by interpreting the events of
one’s life in terms of that pattern and responding appropriately to those events.
Narrative Convergence is foundational to an effective response to the church
leadership stresses that lead to burnout. In encouraging an individual to cooperate with
the Gospel Grand Narrative, Narrative Convergence also provides a practical means for
the Gospel Grand Narrative to confront the other grand narratives giving shape to the
leader’s life and church leadership. Newbigin says this is the primary purpose of the
gospel:
[We] must “challenge” the cultural story with the Biblical story. In a society
that has a different story to tell about itself, preaching has to be firmly and
unapologetically rooted in the real story.27
Narrative Convergence confronts other narratives—narratives that often lead to
burnout—with the gospel.
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This is exactly how Jesus used the Gospel Grand Narrative—to confront
competing narratives. Jesus began his public work proclaiming, “the good news of the
Kingdom (Matt. 4:23).” He then spent considerable time confronting misguided
Kingdom-of-God narratives with his Kingdom Parables based on the Gospel Grand
Narrative (see Matt. 13; 20-22; 25; Mark 4; 12; Luke 8; 10-16; 18-21 for examples).
These parables are stories, crafted around images and narratives from the story of Israel,
told in a way to confront and subvert the misshapen narratives of how God would fulfill
His promises to Abraham, David, and all Israel.28 The Western church needs such stories
to confront the modern versions of the Enlightenment narrative that has shaped their
visions of local churches, church leadership, life, and burnout. This is most true regarding
the stage of life that the Bible calls the wilderness.
The wilderness experiences of individuals such as Moses, Paul, Jesus, and Joseph
have unique value for informing our responses to burnout. All of these, for instance,
learned skills in their wilderness experiences that had nothing to do with their call, but
proved essential in preparing them to carry out that call when God beckoned them out of
the wilderness. Moses learned to herd sheep in the wilderness in preparation for herding a
nation of millions. Joseph learned to administrate a household and a national prison
system in preparation for administrating a nation. Paul learned to make tents, a skill by
which he supported himself as he later started churches. Still, more important for an
effective response to burnout, every one of these individual’s went through the
wilderness. The Gospel Grand Narrative thus gives one possible interpretation of burnout
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as a wilderness chapter of life. The Gospel Grand Narrative provides examples to study
and imitate even in the wilderness of burnout. This is the subject of the next chapter.
Bartholomew and Goheen clearly state the challenge: church leaders must
“embrace the biblical story as the true and comprehensive story, and understand
Enlightenment modernism and its postmodern reaction from within it. Then the biblical
story becomes the controlling story.”29 Narrative Convergence is here presented as a
practical means of accepting that story and confronting other false stories that have
shaped the individual. This is not necessarily as simple as it sounds. As will be discussed
in Chapter 8, there is a type of personality that has not faced personal issues, and will
avoid any tools—such as Narrative Convergence—that would enable that individual to
do the personal work. While this author suggests the practice of Narrative Convergence
would lead to health instead of burnout, the individual must accept the pain of facing
unresolved personal issues. Because other stories have reinforced and not confronted
those personal issues, it may be some leaders are only ready for the new story after the
experience of burnout have broken through their fortress of busyness and denial.

Conclusion
Chapters 4 and 5 provided a theological basis for the narrative authority of
Scripture and the practice of Narrative Convergence. These chapters argue for an
overarching narrative structure that encompasses both literal and typological
interpretations of the Scriptures.30 That Gospel Grand Narrative provides an accurate
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interpretative framework (hermeneutic) for the events of one’s life and for identity
formation. That is to say, Narrative Convergence assumes the gospel is the grand
narrative that shapes every life.
God expresses His authority through Scripture for one simple purpose—to shape
the identity, character, and intentions of individuals and communities so they naturally
and normally embody His desires and intentions (authority) in their daily lives. For
church leaders this results in a collision of the Gospel Grand Narrative with the
Enlightenment grand narrative that produced the Rescue Gospel and its destructive vision
for local churches and church leadership.
Narrative convergence is here presented as the first practice a narrative gospel
suggests in response to burnout. By revealing the pattern of God’s restorative work in the
lives of His people, this practice provides both a new perspective on the events of one’s
life—particularly burnout and the choices that paved its path—as well as an effective
means of cooperating with God’s hand in those events. The next two chapters explore
two other means of embracing the Gospel Grand Narrative—putting the wilderness
typology back on the map of life and church leadership, and choosing Jesus, the Author
and Perfecter of this journey, as a guide. This author suggests that these two topics
represent the first of five key aspects of life and leadership in which the gospel can
confront other narratives in a leader’s life, leading to health instead of burnout.31
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The final three are the topics of Chapters 8-10.

CHAPTER 6
WILDERNESS
Can God prepare a table in the wilderness? Behold, He struck the rock, So that
the waters gushed out, and the streams overflowed. Can He give bread also?
Can He provide meat for His people? (Ps. 78:19-20).
Introduction
The previous chapter considered the nature, purpose, and practice of Biblical
authority and proposed the practice of Narrative Convergence as a response to burnout.
Chapter 6 considers the implications of a Gospel Grand Narrative for our response to the
burnout epidemic; particularly the fact that it is a narrative that always includes the
typology of wilderness—a stage of life characterized by isolation and confrontation with
one’s own limitations.1 This chapter explores the idea that, because leaders’ lives are
always shaped by the story of Israel, the Wilderness is an inevitable and essential chapter
of every life. This chapter claims that burnout in church leadership results in part from a
gospel that seeks to avoid or deny the Wilderness as that inevitable and essential stage of
every life. This is not to equate burnout with the wilderness, but to say burnout is one
possible experience of the wilderness. This chapter first considers the role of the
wilderness—and the crisis that marks beginning—on a faith journey shaped by the
gospel. This chapter then proposes the practice of praying the psalms as a preparation for
the wilderness specifically provided by the Gospel Grand Narrative
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The Wilderness
The Wilderness is portrayed throughout Scripture as both a physical environment
and a theological or formational construct.2 As a physical environment, the Wilderness is
a place that does not provide sufficient resources to sustain long-term existence.3 As a
theological construct, the Wilderness is consistently portrayed as a significant step in the
development of Israel as the nation through whom God would bless the world. This
chapter claims it is also a significant and consistent stage in the development of
individuals so they might carry out their call.
Wilderness is the place Israel first became a separate, cohesive nation and where
they first met their God. It was an essential transitional place between slavery and
nationhood, where God prepared a group of slaves to become the nation through whom
He would bless the world. In the Wilderness, God trained them to rely on His presence
like a father trains his children (Deut. 8:1-5), and shaped the their national culture
through Torah and Tabernacle. The Wilderness also became a place of wandering after
they failed to act out of confidence in God’s presence to establish their new nation in the
Promised Land (Num. 13-14).
More importantly for the present discussion, because the story of Israel gives
shape to the Gospel Grand Narrative, it puts the Wilderness back on the map as an
inevitable and essential stage as the gospel unfolds in the life of every individual and
community. In the language of typology, the Wilderness is one of “the constant
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principles” that comprise “recurring rhythm in past history” of God’s redemptive
dealings with human beings “taken up more fully and perfectly in the gospel events.”4 As
Fred Craddock says, “The New Testament brings the Wilderness trials of Israel forward
not only into the life of Jesus but also into the life of the church.”5 Every journey goes
through the Wilderness, and the Wilderness starts with a crisis.
The Red Sea Crisis
According to the Gospel Grand Narrative, one enters the wilderness through a
crisis event that brings us to the end of our own resources. Crossing the Red Sea was this
crisis event in the story of Israel. God rescues them in the Exodus and led them by a pillar
of fire and a cloud to the edge of the Red Sea, with Pharaoh’s army in hot pursuit. At the
edge of the Red Sea, they are there faced with their own limitations and God
miraculously intervened (Exod. 14-15). God’s way took them through the water.6
According the Scriptural pattern, a crisis from which one cannot escape always
marks entrance into the wilderness. Exodus from Egypt always goes through the Red Sea
into the wilderness. This crisis results as individuals attempt to carry out a genuine call
from God in their own timing and resources. Moses commits murder in his attempts to
carry out his call as deliverer, and immediately flees to the wilderness (Exod. 2:11-15).
Joseph alienates his entire family in attempt to live out God’s dream for him, and he is
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sold into a wilderness of slavery (Gen. 37:27-28). Paul the Apostle becomes an
ineffective and harmful presence in the local church after his Damascus Road call. God
personally sends Paul far away to the wilderness of his hometown for over a decade
(Acts 9:1-31; 22:17-21). The events of these biblical narratives converge with the
common experience of those who burnout in church leadership, and other vocations.
This crisis reflects an undeniable intervention of reality in which individual must
face the fact that he or she does not have the personal resources to carry out God’s call.
In his book Falling Upward, Richard Rohr calls this event a Crisis of Limitations; an
event “we cannot fix, control, explain, change, or even understand.” It is an event that
forces us to face “the limits of our present game plan and resources, [finding] them
insufficient.”7 For church leaders, the crisis forces the individual to face the physical,
emotional, and relational limits so long ignored in the effort to maintain the gap between
the Glittering Image and the reality behind the façade.8 The crisis event may be neither
clearly connected to burnout, nor seem weighty enough to cause the collapse. As with
this author’s final elder meeting, the event was merely the “straw that broke the camel’s
back.” It was the circumstance that exposed, not caused, the emotional exhaustion I
ignored in the effort to maintain the gap. Wayne Cordeiro describes the surprising nature
of this crisis,
It was a balmy California evening. I had gone for a jog before I was to speak at
a leadership conference. I still can’t recall how I got there, but I found myself
sitting on a curb, weeping uncontrollably. I couldn’t tell if it took place
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suddenly or gradually, but I knew something had broken inside. I remember
lifting my trembling hands and asking out loud, “What in the world is
happening to me?”9
The crisis can be an emotional breakdown, complete exhaustion, marital breakup or other
relational collapse, drug or alcohol abuse, or even the small aches and pains that end in
heart attack or a cancer diagnosis.10 The crisis point merely represents the place in the
leader’s emotional, physical, relational, spiritual system that gives way first. The stresses
of church leadership, managed inadequately affect the leader’s whole being. Thus the
leader stumbles into the wilderness, often unaware and unequipped to cooperate.
Listening
God sends individuals to the Wilderness to listen. In the Jewish mindset,
wilderness is a place where one is finally able to hear God speak clearly because
everything else has been stripped away. The Hebrew word for desert (midbar) is derived
from the Hebrew word, dabar, “to speak.”11 In the Wilderness, God finally gets an
individual’s attention because it is here where the resources and other voices that have so
long replaced God’s presence and drowned out God’s voice are stripped away.12 David
exemplifies the effect of wilderness, “O God, you are my God; earnestly I seek you; My
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soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for you, As in a dry and weary land where there is no
water” (Ps. 61:3). In the Wilderness all pretentions are stripped away. This is not to
equate burnout with the Wilderness. Everyone goes through the Wilderness but not
everyone burns out. Burnout, however, may be the only crisis big enough to drive some
individuals into the Wilderness so that God might do His essential work in preparing the
individual to carry out their call.
One’s response to the pain and fear of the Wilderness determines if or how one
emerges from it. Glouberman closely matches the Hebrew understanding of wilderness
when she says listening is the only effective response to burnout:
Burnout is the state of mind, body and spirit reached by those of us who have
come to the end of a particular road but haven’t acknowledged this. Rather
than being cured, burnout needs to be honored and listened to. Burning out is a
sign that we have already begun to know something about our true self that we
are not quite ready to tell ourselves. Burnout is the result of having become
better able to hear our soul, but not yet daring to listen. Burnout demands that
we listen.13
Likewise, Hart says burnout is something to be experienced, listened to,
Sometimes burnout is God’s plan for your life. It is the only way He can get
your attention. Do not fear the cure for burnout. If anything, give yourself
permission to experience it—recognizing that it is protecting you from a far
worse fate.14
If the Gospel Grand Narrative puts the Wilderness back on the map, the question remains,
how can a leader prepare for it, particularly if it takes the form of burnout? How can a
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leader listen and cooperate in a stage of life that reduces the leader to useless ineffective
rubble?15 The Gospel Grand Narrative offers an answer: through praying the Psalms.
Praying the Psalms
The Gospel Grand Narrative treats the Wilderness as an inevitable and essential
stage of every successful journey because it is shaped by the story of Israel. However,
most church leaders only recognize the Wilderness as a place of failure due to a
worldview shaped by the Enlightenment grand narrative, which removed the Wilderness
from the map of their spiritual journey. Modern responses to burnout typically treat
burnout as a disease to cure, a wall negotiate, or a mistake to be fixed.16 In his book, The
Message of the Psalms, Walter Brueggemann, former professor of Old Testament at Eden
Theological Seminary and Columbia Theological Seminary, describes these approaches:
Much of Christian piety and spirituality is romantic and unreal in its
positiveness. As children of the Enlightenment, we have censored and selected
around the voice of darkness and disorientation, seeking to go from strength to
strength, from victory to victory. But such a way not only ignores the Psalms;
it is a lie in our experience.17
Because they do not allow the story of Israel to give shape to the story they make, these
models leave the Wilderness off the map and do not allow the Psalms to take their
intended role on the journey. On their Enlightenment map, burnout can only be
interpreted as a failure to be fixed.
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The Gospel Grand Narrative offers the Psalms to train God’s people how to listen
and respond to God in the Wilderness because the Gospel Grand Narrative shapes the
Psalms themselves. As N.T. Wright makes clear,
The Psalms tell the story Jesus came to complete…a creator God taking his
power and reigning, ruling on earth as in heaven, delighting the whole creation
by sorting out its messes and muddles, its injuries and injustices once and for
all. The Psalter forms the great epic poem of the creator and covenant God who
will at the last visit and redeem his people, and with them, his whole creation.
The challenge…is a different way of understanding—and living within—the
entire narrative.18
Peterson agrees saying praying the Psalms allows the gospel to shape us. He says, “The
Psalms are infused with and surrounded by a genetic, cultural, worshipping, and
believing heritage. [So] when we pray the Psalms…we enter into this centuries-long
experience of being the people of God.”19 Wright goes further, claiming the Psalms are
designed to shape us,
[…to form individuals and communities] rooted in God’s covenant with
Abraham as described in the book of Genesis, elaborated in the great
covenantal writings of the first five books of the Bible, developed in the
traditions we find throughout the Old Testament, and still thriving where
followers of Jesus learn to pray and live his Psalm-soaked gospel.20
The remainder of this section answers two questions: “Why?” and “How?” Why are the
Psalms uniquely suited to prepare individuals for the Wilderness, particularly when it
takes the form of burnout? How does one use the Psalms to prepare for the Wilderness?
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Why the Psalms Work
Four reasons are here offered as to why the Psalms are uniquely designed to
prepare individuals for the Wilderness, particularly when it takes the form of burnout.
First, the book of Psalms was written to exiles, people—like those in the Wilderness—in
a place they have never been before with most of the familiar necessities of life stripped
away. Second, the Psalms inform us about how the normal rhythm of life includes times
in the Wilderness and little wildernesses along the way. Third, the Psalms train
individuals and communities how to have an honest conversation with God, particularly
in times like the Wilderness or Exile. They give permission, identify a starting point, and
provide the vocabulary for that honest conversation. Finally, the Psalms use the little
wildernesses in the normal rhythm of life to prepare us for the chapter of life called “the
Wilderness,” even when it takes the form of burnout.

Wilderness and Exile
First, the Psalms prepare an individual for the Wilderness because they are written
to Exiles. According to Eugene Peterson, taken together, Psalms 1 and 137 make clear
that the Psalms were compiled from previous material for use by exiles in Babylon.21
Psalm 137 depicts exiles in Babylon who “hung our harps” on trees because they did not
know how to sing “songs of Zion” in exile—having lost kingdom, king, and temple.
Psalm 1 says the exiles will be like “trees transplanted by the irrigation canal,” if they
learn to put their roots into the “Law of the Lord.” Peterson says this literal translation of
Psalm 1:3 accurately represents the situation of the exiles who had been transplanted
21
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from Jerusalem to the flood plains of Babylon, along the irrigation canals of the
Euphrates River. In the words of N. T. Wright, “Paradoxically the people who found it
unthinkable to sing the Lord’s song in a strange land may have found that singing those
songs was one of the few things that kept them sane and gave them hope.”22 The Psalms
teach how to be God’s people in unfamiliar, disorienting territory, like exile or the
Wilderness.
Wilderness and Exile are remarkably similar stages in life. Both are strange places
one has never been before, where the familiar necessities of life are stripped away. Both
are marked by failure and powerlessness. In many ways, as was demonstrated in Chapter
4, Exile was a second Wilderness where Israel awaited a second or New Exodus. Exile
and Wilderness provide a similar and unique opportunity for the Gospel Grand Narrative
to shape individuals and communities. The Psalms prepare people to listen and cooperate.

Gospel Rhythm
Second, the Psalms prepare an individual for the Wilderness because they inform
us that the normal rhythm of life includes little wildernesses. In his books The Psalms
and the Life of Faith and The Message of the Psalms, Walter Brueggemann identifies
three basic types of Psalms—Psalms of orientation, Psalms of disorientation, and Psalms
of reorientation—claiming they reflect a basic rhythm of life.23 Psalms of orientation
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describe times when life is working “as it is supposed to.”24 Psalms of disorientation
describe times when life has fallen apart, in isolation and a crisis of limitation: times such
as exile, the Wilderness, or burnout.25 Psalms of reorientation are prayers for times when
one emerges from disorientation with new understanding.26 Brueggemann claims the
Psalms thus establish a simple pattern—orientation, disorientation, and reorientation—
with little wildernesses of disorientation as part of the normal rhythm of every life.
Psalm 40 summarizes and illustrates David’s own experience of this rhythm:
I waited patiently for the LORD; he inclined to me and heard my cry. He drew
me up from the desolate pit, out of the miry bog, and set my feet upon a rock,
making my steps secure. He put a new song in my mouth, a song of praise to
our God. Many will see and fear, and put their trust in the LORD (Psalm 40:13, ESV).
Orientation precedes the text of this Psalm, but is implied by the sense of life having
fallen apart. The “desolate pit” and the “miry bog” speak of disorientation. “Secure steps”
and “a new song” are images of reorientation. David’s intent and responsibility to turn
back and share what he has learned about the rhythm of life and faith to help others on
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their own journey—“many will see and fear, and put their trust in the LORD”—is a
common element in statements of reorientation.27
According to Brueggemann, this rhythm of life portrayed in the Psalms—
orientation, disorientation, and reorientation—reflects the fundamental nature of a
gospel-shaped life because it foreshadows the pattern of life, death, and resurrection in
Jesus’ life.28 Baptism is a symbolic representation of this new lifestyle, or rhythm to life,
of one in Christ (Rom. 6:4). That is to say, following Christ is the acceptance of a new
rhythm to life, one in which the individual takes up one’s own cross daily through the
cadence of orientation, disorientation, and reorientation (Luke 9:23). From a broader
perspective, this reflects the map of the Gospel Grand Narrative that goes through stages
of orientation (Call/Exodus), disorientation (Wilderness), and reorientation (Kingdom)
that lead again to disorientation (Exile). The Psalms put the Wilderness back on the map.

Honest Conversations
Third, the Psalms prepare an individual for the Wilderness because they train one
how to have an honest conversation with God, particularly in times of disorientation. The
Psalms first define and legitimize the experience of disorientation, providing a basis for
that conversation. As Brueggemann says, the Psalms of disorientation explain to those
experiencing wilderness what they are going through and how to go through it as an
“experience legitimate to be experienced.”29 Instead of treating the failure and frustration
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of the Wilderness—or burnout—as a personal failure, the Psalms both legitimize the
experience as something valuable to talk about and define or interpret the experience,
providing vocabulary for the conversation.
The Psalms of disorientation also give permission to be honest in a conversation
with God. Their content legitimizes the need to tell God the truth about one’s situation
and feelings while in the Wilderness. Brueggemann supports this idea, saying the Psalms
serve as,
…a boundary thrown up against self-deception. They do not permit us to
ignore and deny the darkness, personally or publically, for that is where new
life is given, whether on the third day or by some other uncontrolled
schedule.30
The Psalms train an individual to grow up and talk honestly about their failure and
frustration in the Wilderness.
Brueggemann claims the Psalms of Lament, or complaint, are key to this
permission. He offers Psalm 88 as the leading example, calling it a resource with “a
peculiar and distinctive function,” because it embraces disorientation without ever
moving away from it. It is an honest prayer without a positive ending, concluding “in
utter hopelessness.”31 Verses 15 – 18 describe this hopelessness:
From my youth I have been afflicted and close to death; I have suffered your
terrors and am in despair. Your wrath has swept over me; your terrors have
destroyed me. All day long they surround me like a flood; they have
completely engulfed me. You have taken my companions and loved ones from
me; the darkness is my closest friend (Ps. 88:15-18).
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Prayers of Lament, like Psalm 88, give permission to speak honestly with God, allowing
one to embrace the disorientation of the Wilderness without trying to solve it. There is no
such permission in the modern story, which trains individuals to expect unbroken
experiences of orientation, and treats the wilderness as a problem or failure to be fixed.
Brueggemann says without the permission to lament (complain) that psalms of
disorientation provide, we become God’s yes-men, practicing denial, cover-up, pretense,
and the social control needed to maintain the façade in community.32
…Until the reality of “the pit” is spoken about, with all its hatred of enemies,
its mistrust of God, its fear of “beasts,” its painful yearning for old, better
times, its daring questions of dangerous edges—until all that is brought to
speech—it is likely that one will continue to assume the old, now-discredited,
dysfunctional equilibrium that, in fact, is powerless.33
Lament Psalms train individuals and communities to be more than “polite and positive
and filled only with gratitude.”34 It is often only in the Wilderness where one risks
breaking the denial, cover-up, pretense, and the social control of the community to speak
honestly with God. Leaders often only feel freedom to speak honestly about their
situation in the Wilderness of burnout. In this way Psalms of Lament also validate the
feelings that come out of disorientation as a starting point for that honest conversation
with God.
Psalms of disorientation also give permission to be honest about oneself in that
conversation with God. Wright calls them “truthful…sincere outpourings of who and
what the worshiper actually is.” Psalms in which the prayer characterizes himself as a
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beast illustrate this honesty, “When my soul was embittered, when I was pricked in heart,
I was stupid and ignorant; I was like a brute beast toward you (Ps. 74:21-22; cf. 102:78;
see also 7:2, 22:13-14, 16; 58:6; 59:6; 74:9).” If the man after God’s own heart can pray
in this way, it must also be acceptable for modern day leaders. Psalms thus provide
language to look behind the Glittering Image.
This permission is one aspect of the Wilderness that makes it essential, not merely
inevitable. According to Wright and Brueggemann, it is only in times of disorientation
that one learns to be honest with God and oneself. The Glittering Image is the lie that the
Psalms help to dismantle, beginning with honest complaints. The Wilderness is therefore
a pivotal stage of the journey, because only there does a leader learn to be honest with
God and oneself about the most significant (often unresolved) issues of life, God’s call on
the leaders life, and the means by which the leader will fulfill that call.
The Psalms also provide a vocabulary for that honest conversation. They provide
strong and accurate words that express the pain, fear, and frustration of the Wilderness,
“ways of entering linguistically into a new distressful situation in which the old
orientation has collapsed.”35 As Brueggemann describes,
Human experience includes those dangerous and difficult times when the sky
does fall, the world does come to an end. The times of disorientation are when
persons are driven to the extremities of emotion of integrating capacity and of
language.36
In the Psalms one discovers words that give voice to one’s experience of disorientation.
The vocabulary will feel natural and normal to the one in disorientation. As
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Brueggemann explains, the one experiencing a time of disorientation “will have no doubt
as to the meaning of pit or enemy—it is the experience of limit that is important to the
expression of limit. The user brings to the Psalms the experience of limit.”37 The Crisis
and the Wilderness are the experience of limit. The Psalms thus provide a vocabulary for
an honest conversation God there. This vocabulary both interprets the Wilderness as a
legitimate experience in a gospel-shaped journey—even when experienced as burnout—
and shapes the response of the individual to the experience.

Little Wildernesses
Finally, the Psalms use the little wildernesses—times of disorientation in the
normal rhythm of daily life —to prepare for the Wilderness. The Psalms use the normal
peaks and valleys of life to train an individual. In smaller wildernesses the Psalms train
an individual to accept the permission to have an honest conversation, to learn the
vocabulary of disorientation and wilderness, to interpret disorienting chapters of life as
normal and productive, and to honestly identify and express the pain, fear, and even
anger of disorientation. When larger times of disorientation come, a leader will find God
has spoken through the Psalms during these little wildernesses to shape one into an
individual prepared to face the Wilderness, naturally and normally.
The three-day death experiences of Jonah and Jesus are prime examples of how
God speaks through the Psalms in little wildernesses to prepare individuals for the
Wilderness. Both Jonah and Jesus faced ultimate experiences of disorientation (crisis and
wilderness) in the belly of a whale and on the cross. The Psalms shaped their responses.
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Every one of Jonah’s words from whale quotes or alludes to the Psalms (Jon. 2:1-9; see
Ps. 3:4; 120:1; 118:5; 88:6-7; 42:7; 31:1, 22; 69:1; 50:14). Jonah had prayed the Psalms
in daily times of prayer his entire life. The words of the Psalms came out of his mouth,
interpreted his situation, and gave expression to a mature faith in a time of ultimate
disorientation; the words had became his own words.
Likewise Jesus on the cross makes the words of Psalm 22:1 his own, “My God,
my God, why have you forsaken me (Matt. 27:46)?” For Jonah and Jesus, the Psalms
shaped a response to the disorientation of the Wilderness—experienced as a whale and a
cross—because praying the Psalms had been their daily practice in the normal rhythm of
life. The Psalms naturally and normally legitimized and interpreted their experiences,
gave strong and accurate words to their feelings, and shaped their faith in times of
ultimate disorientation. Wright describes the possibility of this outcome in modern lives,
Those who pray the Psalms day by day are putting themselves in a position
where, when faced with a sudden crisis, they will discover close at hand a line
of two of a psalm that is already etched into the heart and mind and says just
what they want to say, only most likely better than they could say in the heat of
the moment.38
This outcome is, in this author’s opinion, what Paul speaks of in Ephesians 5:18-21,
when he identifies “speaking to one another in Psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.” As a
result, one is filled with the Spirit. The very words of the Psalms can shape one’s soul in
a ways that allows the Spirit to overflow into his or her words and reactions in the
Wilderness, even one like Jonah who had run from God’s assignment for him. The
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Psalms provided Jonah a means to respond so God could continue to accomplish his
purposes through Jonah.39
The Psalms provide a vocabulary for times of disorientation, forming identities
and interpreting life events, so the words of those prayers give both voice and shape to a
mature faith in God in times of disorientation. If one allows these ancient yet
contemporary cries of the heart penned with God’s authority to do their work, the
Wilderness—even if it is experienced as burnout—is not unfamiliar territory. This leads
to the second question of this section, “How does one allow the Psalms to do their
formative work?” Three suggestions are here offered: 1) pray them personally, 2) pray
them in community, and 3) look for convergence.
How the Psalms Work
First, the Psalms do their formative work when an individual prays the Psalms
daily. Study alone does not suffice. “The experiences of life give meaning to the Psalms,
therefore, “exegetical speculation [are] both unnecessary and distracting.”40 The Psalms
are the gospel prayer book to be used in private and public prayer, not merely a textbook
to be studied.41 How does one pray the Psalms?
First, one is recommended to establish fixed times for daily prayers in the
evening, morning, and noontime. Wright provides a concise statement of this step:
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[Psalms] are there for every Christian—child, woman, and man—to use in
their private prayers, both in the regular discipline of morning and evening
worship and in the thousand moments during the day when something
happens…42
One can pray the Psalms and other written prayers. A daily lectionary such as that found
in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer provides a reading plan, which includes all the
Psalms on a regular basis. As one becomes familiar with the Psalms, some of these
prayers become useful for these times of daily prayer. For example, this author has found
Psalm 23 useful at bedtime, Psalm 51 and 103 in the morning, and Psalm 90 at noon.43
Other Psalms become a practice for recurring situations in daily life. For instance,
one may use the following lines from Psalm 19 as a prayer before the many meetings,
conversations, and events that make up a day: “May the words of my mouth and the
thoughts of my heart be pleasing to you, O LORD, my rock and my redeemer” (Ps.
19:14, NLT).44 In his book The Celtic Way of Evangelism, George Hunter discusses the
practice of assigning prayers to recurring events of daily life based on the practice of the
Christian Celts.45 This practice resulted in prayers that dotted the thousand moments
during the day. As seen in the examples of Jesus and Jonah, prayers of disorientation
prayed in the normal rhythm of life naturally become one’s prayer in the Wilderness.
Second, one can pray the Psalms in community, particularly from the Wilderness.
The Psalms encourage individuals with the knowledge that he or she is not the only one
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to have walked—or to be currently walking—this wilderness path. As Brueggemann
says, “The Psalms give evidence the experience of crisis and wilderness does not lie
outside the legitimate scope of the community.”46 As Psalms are prayed both privately
and corporately, they provide a common language for a community to participate in the
experiences of crisis and wilderness with an individual, as well as a common
interpretation of the events. This function of the Psalms is of particular use in the peer
groups discussed in Chapter 10.
Third, look for Narrative Convergence when praying the Psalms. The Psalms
provide a means by which one may study and imitate those who have experienced
wilderness events similar to those encountered by those now praying (Heb. 13:7-8). They
provide a visceral lens through which one can see how the Biblical narrative and personal
narrative converge. Brueggemann describes this kind of Narrative Convergence in the
Psalms as sketches of solutions whereby “we put our hand on David’s hand and learn to
draw from there.”47 David’s experience of the wilderness converges with one’s own
experience of the wilderness, providing a corresponding narrative to imitate.

Conclusion
The Gospel Grand Narrative puts the Wilderness back on the map of every lifejourney. This is not to equate burnout with the Wilderness, but to say burnout is one
possible experience of the Wilderness. Because an Enlightenment grand narrative shapes
their lives and leadership, most church leaders have limited or no experience in the
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wilderness, and so are unprepared for the Wilderness season of life, particularly when it
is experienced as burnout. The Wilderness is not on their map.
Praying the Psalms provides an effective response to burnout because the Psalms
prepare individuals and communities for the Wilderness. This is because the Gospel
Grand Narrative shapes the Psalms themselves. They are the prayers of those whose lives
have been shaped by the gospel pattern of orientation, disorientation, and reorientation in
everyday life. Psalms use the little wildernesses of disorientation to prepare individuals
for the Wilderness. They do this by giving permission for honest conversation in
disorientation, and providing vocabulary that both interprets the experience as legitimate
and shapes response of mature faith. The Psalms thus establish the Wilderness as
essential. Only in the Wilderness does one learn to have this honest conversation with
God.
Leaders allow the Psalms to shape them and prepare them for the Wilderness by
Praying the Psalms personally and in community, looking for Narrative Convergence as
they do. With these preparations, the Wilderness is not unfamiliar territory when reached,
even if it takes the form of burnout. In the next chapter one last preparation for the
Wilderness is considered, getting the right guide.

CHAPTER 7
JESUS THE GUIDE
“It is clear that no view of Christ’s person and work that is separated from the
context of the Kingdom can claim to reflect a biblical mode of thought.”
–David F. Wells1

Chapter Introduction

The previous chapter explored the implications of a gospel narrative that includes
the Wilderness for an effective response to burnout. That chapter proposed the practice of
praying the Psalms to prepare a leader for the Wilderness so it not in unfamiliar territory,
even if it takes the form of burnout. Chapter 7 further explores the implications of Jesus’
gospel–particularly the Kingdom-of-God-Vision that formed its central element—for an
effective response to the burnout epidemic. This chapter claims burnout in church
leadership results in part from a version of the gospel that redefines or excludes the
kingdom and, in doing so, sets up false images of Jesus. This chapter first considers the
false images of Jesus created as the abstract thinking of Hellenism replaced the concrete
and historical mindset of Hebraic thinking in Christianity. Trinitarian theology is then
proposed as a guide to rediscover Jesus. Finally, the practice of cultivating a
conversational friendship with Jesus as a personal guide—known by his kingdom identity
and mission—is established as an effective response to burnout.

1

David F. Wells, The Person of Christ: A Biblical and Historical Analysis of the Incarnation
(Westchester: Crossway, 1984), 23.

111

112
Losing Jesus
The Promise
For the first followers, faith in Jesus was personal and conversational or it was
nothing.2 They came to know Jesus as they accepted his offer to come and see, followed
him around from town to town, listened to what he said, saw what he did, and processed
that information in personal conversations with him. This explains their panic in the
Upper Room when Jesus announces, “I will be with you only a little longer. You will
look for me: Where I am going, you cannot come” (John 13:33). They could not envision
following Jesus in a way that was not personal and conversational. Neither could Jesus,
so he promised to send the Spirit as another personal companion just as Jesus has been
(John 14:15-18).3 The Spirit is the real and personal presence of Jesus in the lives of his
followers while he is physically absent from earth (John 14-16).
The Gospels were written to introduce this Jesus to those who did not know him
(Luke 1:4; Acts 1:1-2; John 20:29-31). As will be demonstrated presently, the Synoptic
Gospels make this knowledge concrete by focusing on Jesus’ kingdom-of-God vision,
while John’s Gospel makes this knowledge as personal by focusing on personal
conversations. In the Synoptic gospels, Jesus—his personal identity and mission—are
consistently described in terms of his Kingdom-of-God-vision. In John personal
conversations and stories replace the kingdom as the primary portrayal of Jesus. Thus, the
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Synoptic Gospels insist one cannot know the identity or mission of Jesus apart from his
Kingdom-of-God-vision. John contends this knowledge of Jesus is personal and
conversational or it is nothing. The four Gospels thus present Jesus as a personal and
conversational guide for life and leadership (John) known only through his Kingdom-ofGod-vision (Synoptics).
Scripture does not limit the promise of a personal and conversational relationship
with Jesus to the Gospels. Paul claims Jesus was personally present to guide the Jews in
the Wilderness immediately after the Exodus:
For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers, that our forefathers
were all under the cloud and that they all passed through the sea. They were all
baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea. They all ate the same spiritual
food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock
that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ (1 Cor. 10:1-4).
Speaking specifically of the Red Sea, Psalm 77:19 claims Jesus was present, but his
“footprints were not seen.” Hebrews makes the same claim, telling followers to “fix our
eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith” (12:2), and promising Jesus would
always be with his followers (13:5). Biblical and present day narratives converge as this
same Christ continues to personally guide his people through their own experiences of
the Wilderness. However, individuals and communities must first acknowledge his
presence and cultivate a relationship.
Church leaders do not often take Jesus seriously as a personal guide, let alone a
model, for church leadership or daily life. This was made clear at a gathering of over
20,000 evangelical church leaders attended by this author. Ken Blanchard (management
expert and author of the best-selling The One Minute Manager) asked the large audience
of church leaders, “Who is your greatest model for leadership from history up to today?”
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As Blanchard followed up his question, it became evident none of these leaders of the
most successful churches in America had answered, “Jesus.” This chapter addresses the
question Blanchard then asked, “Why do we never consider Jesus?”4
Church leaders have lost Jesus, and do not consider Jesus as a guide for life and
leadership because their gospel has lost the kingdom. Without Jesus’ Kingdom-of-GodVision to shape an understanding of Jesus and his mission, leaders consider him only
relevant for salvation. Jesus is cast solely in the role of paying for individual sins on the
cross and coming again to take us to heaven before God abandons this creation.5 The life
Jesus lived between the incarnation and the cross, and the resurrected life he now lives in
and through his church are marginalized and open to redefinition. As N. T. Wright
describes, many leaders have “very thorough answers to the question: ‘Why did Jesus
die?’” but not “nearly such good answers to the question: ‘Why did Jesus live?’”6 Like
Joseph and Mary after visiting the temple, church leaders then go their own way, not
realizing that Jesus is no longer with them (Luke 2:41-52). How does one lose Jesus, the
central figure of the Christian faith? Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, authors of The
Shaping of Things to Come and other influential books on the church in the twenty-first
century, provide a starting point when they claim, “The Gospels are not taken seriously as
prescriptive texts for life, mission, and discipleship,”7 meaning, Jesus is not taken
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seriously as a model for life, mission, and discipleship. Finding Jesus must begin,
according to Frost and Hirsh, by looking to the Jesus portrayed in the four Gospels.
Glittering Image Jesus
Frost and Hirsch claim a gospel without Jesus’ Kingdom-of-God-Vision resulted
as the first century church spread across the Roman Empire and the abstract thinking of
Hellenism infected the concrete historical and theological Hebraic thinking out of which
Christianity originated.8 They say this dualistic perspective led the church to focus on
abstract ideas, resulting a shift in Christianity “from right acting to right thinking.” This
shift particularly impacted the churches understanding of Jesus.9 Abstract thinking
substitutes an intellectual knowledge for concrete personal relationship. It replaces a
conversational relationship with the Jesus portrayed in the four gospels with knowledge
of an impersonal God defined by abstract ideas. This was first evident in “Christendom’s
fascination with speculative notions about God and faith, [particularly in] the creeds.”10
As Philip Yancey says,
Where the Jesus of Scripture is a Jewish boy growing up in the agricultural
town of Nazareth under Roman occupation, the creeds are comprised of
ontological statements on the nature of God and the meaning of the cross.11
Daniel Kirk describes the outcome of this shift, saying the Western church typically talks
about God with “all-encompassing adjectives such as omniscient, omnipotent, and
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omnipresent,” which only, “state what God is without showing us who God is.”12 While
acknowledging the value of abstract categories, Kirk emphasizes God is only known
through the stories of what He has done and with whom He has done it. Otherwise God is
only known about. This personal knowledge starts in His dealings with Israel:
Though such apparently timeless, abstract categories are not entirely absent
from the Bible, the key ways of naming God describe him as someone who is
at work and even bound to the story of Israel. God in the Scripture is “the God
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob”; “the God of the Hebrews”; “the God who
brought us up out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.” The God
we are talking about when we talk about the God who is at work in Jesus is the
God who has bound himself to the story of Israel.13
That personal knowledge of God, begun in His relationship with Israel, came to full
focus, historically and concretely, in the incarnation. God is best known through what
Jesus said and did as portrayed in the four Gospels.14 Like any other person, God is
known by what He does in this world, in history. And, as argued above, Jesus made
himself known during his time on this world as the one who would complete the story of
Israel and establish the long-awaited kingdom. Jesus is unintelligible apart from his
Kingdom-of-God-vision.
Abstract theology substitutes a Glittering Image Jesus, for a concrete and personal
Jesus. According to Frost and Hirsch, abstract thinking creates a church “trying to
cleanse God of the filth of history with all its death and destruction, loves and hate.”15 It
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creates a Glittering Image of Jesus with which most church leaders are comfortable. In
this author’s opinion, since they too hide behind a Glittering Image16 most leaders avoid
concrete theology and the Jesus behind the Glittering Image, because unveiling this Jesus
would call leaders to do the same in their own lives.
Coloring Book Jesus
A Glittering Image Jesus is Coloring Book Jesus.17 Coloring Book Jesus is the
Jesus left open to redefinition by abstract theology; Jesus without the kingdom-of-God
vision to color in the details of the life he lived between the lines of nativity and cross.
Coloring book Jesus is born to pay for individual sins on the cross, then disappear until
he comes again to take us to heaven before God abandons this creation.18 The modern
church colors in this Jesus in many ways. Ecclesiology (church leadership) colors Jesus
as the one who builds the institutional church and fulfills the ecclesiastical goals of
church leaders. The Church Growth Movement specifically colored in Jesus with colors
“from the fields of management, marketing, psychology, and communications.”19 Other
church leaders color in a Self-help Jesus with the latest in psychological self-help tools.
The options are endless when not determined by his kingdom-of-God vision. Richard
Rohr summarizes the outcome of this practice when he bemoans the “many Christians
who are forever ‘deepening their personal relationship’ with a very tiny American
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Jesus—who looks a lot like them.”20 Whether Jesus is colored as business leader, mystic,
psychoanalyst, or super-pastor, it is still a false image, a Coloring Book Jesus. That false
image has replaced the personal conversational Jesus.
The varying and contradictory versions of coloring book Jesus in the modern
Western evangelical church most often reflect the self-image, perceived needs, or
worldview of whomever chooses the colors. In this regard, modern Western churches are
much like Jews of Jesus’ day. They colored in a messiah whose primary concern was
their own concern: to rebuild the national institution of Israel. Likewise, the Rescue
Gospel colors a Jesus primarily concerned with our own modern concern, personal
individual salvation. In his book, A Community Called Atonement, Scot McKnight offers
evidence that everyone favors a Jesus colored in one’s own image. When given a
personality assessment to fill out as if they were Jesus (to describe their image of Jesus),
McKnight says students typically complete an assessment of Jesus that looks remarkably
like the one they previously filled out for themselves.21
The reason individuals, the institutional church, and the nation of Israel reject the
real Jesus is because neither his Kingdom-of-God-vision, nor the messiah it envisions, fits
their expectations or desires. This is not to say the insights and tools of the modern age
are not useful to church leaders. However, they must take their place under direction of a
conversational relationship with Jesus rather than replacing it. Otherwise they create a
Jesus whose kingdom and personal identity is colored to fit the desires of one’s nation,
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local church, or personal interests. While Jesus did indeed promise to restore Israel, build
his Church, and save individuals personally, one must look to his Kingdom vision to
understand the person making the promise and how he intends to accomplish those aims.
In summary, a coloring book Jesus is a false image of God. In the words of the
Apostle Paul, it creates “a Jesus other than the Jesus we preached,” which produces “a
different gospel from the one you accepted” (1 Cor. 11:3-4). Abstract theology, like the
theology of the Rescue Gospel, produces Coloring Book Jesus.22 Whether ecclesiology or
one’s personal spirituality colors Jesus, that false image easily replaces a personal
conversational relationship with Jesus as a guide for life and leadership. Burnout results,
at least in part, as leaders become devout followers of gurus peddling the latest leadership
skills, psychological or sociological insights, or even Bible knowledge, instead of devout
followers of Jesus. Developing a conversational friendship with Jesus as personal guide
in life and church leadership is an essential practice to avoid or recover from burnout in
church leadership. This is what the Gospels offer. If, like Mary and Joseph, the Western
church has lost Jesus, how does one circle back toward Jerusalem and find him?
Burnout and Losing Jesus
This author believes the “Glittering Image Jesus” and “Coloring Book Jesus”
described in this chapter are linked to the burnout epidemic. “Glittering Image Jesus”
encourages church leaders—most of whom have learned to hide behind a mask or role in
their families of origin—to develop his or her own leadership Glittering Image to hide
personal issues and insecurities, rather than honestly acknowledging and addressing
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them. “Glittering Image Jesus” actually provides a model to follow. “Coloring Book
Jesus” encourages leaders to color Jesus in between the lines of Nativity and cross with
whatever colors they choose. Both false images of Jesus find their genesis in a Jesus not
understood through the Kingdom-of-God-vision that defined his mission and identity.
Since losing Jesus caused the problem, we now turn to the challenge of finding Jesus.

Finding Jesus
Trinitarian Theology—Jesus Real and Personal
The false images of our Coloring Book Jesus are theological in their genesis. To
find the real Jesus, one must replace abstract theology with Trinitarian theology as that
which defines our vision of Jesus. But abstract thinking is so engrained in the fabric of
Western Christianity, to look at Jesus from any other perspective seems un-Christian.
Phillip Yancey describes the struggle,
It would be easier if God had given us a set of ideas to mull over and kick
around and decide whether to accept or reject. He did not. He gave us himself
in the form of a person. The Buddha gave his disciples permission to forget
him as long as they honored his teaching and followed his path. Plato said
something similar of Socrates. Jesus, though, pointed to himself and said, “I
am the way.”23
This challenge puts the Gospel Grand Narrative into confrontation with an Enlightenment
grand narrative, specifically the historical-critical method of interpreting Scripture and its
insistence to separate the Jesus of History from the Christ of faith.24 Stephen Kuhrt
writes,
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The Enlightenment’s legacy of separating history from faith [the Jesus of
history from the Christ of faith in this case] must be seriously rejected. Without
such historical enquiry, there is no proper check on our human propensity to
remake Jesus and therefore Christianity into whatever form we wish them to
take.25
The Jesus of history is the Christ of faith, the guide with whom the Gospels offer a
personal conversational friendship. A Christology that reflects Jesus’ own Christology
will lead us to this Jesus of the Gospels behind all the Glittering Images. And Jesus’
Christology was distinctly Trinitarian, shaped by his Kingdom of God Vision.
Karl Barth described the Trinitarian perspective that shaped Jesus’ perception of
himself and his mission when he famously described the missio dei. Barth claimed, “the
term missio was in the ancient Church an expression of the doctrine of the Trinity-namely
the expression of the divine sending forth of self, the sending of the Son and Holy Spirit
to the world.”26 This author believes what Barth calls the missio dei simply describes the
Kingdom-of-God-Vision that shaped Jesus’ identity and mission. That mission is entirely
Trinitarian. The Father authored the missio dei and called it kingdom as portrayed in the
Old Testament. Jesus made that kingdom concrete by living it out during his life on earth
as recounted in the Gospels. And the Spirit makes the Kingdom vision personal as the
real and personal presence of Jesus in the lives of his followers, particularly in the Gospel
of John. These three elements of the Kingdom-of-God-Vision comprise a Trinitarian
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coloring box from which one may color an accurate image of Jesus, and cultivate a
personal conversational relationship with him.
A God-Authored Kingdom
In the Old Testament, God the Father laid the foundation for understanding Jesus
by revealing His Kingdom-of-God-vision that shaped Jesus’ identity and mission.
According to N. T. Wright, Scot McKnight and many others, Jesus’ Kingdom-of-God
vision is the fulfillment of the covenant made with Abraham and Israel whereby God is
“undoing the effects of evil and restoring his creation.”27 This is Jesus’ gospel. Beginning
with the promise to Abraham, Jesus’ Kingdom-of-God vision is the mission to establish “a
renewed earth ruled over by his renewed people” with Jesus on the throne as king.28
An accurate understanding of this vision comes from reading the Old Testament
like Jesus read it.29 The New Testament is a record of how his first followers came to
understand Jesus as they learned his way of reading the Jewish Scriptures and watched
Jesus live that vision out in daily life. Tom Wright claims even Jesus himself discovered
his own identity and mission only as he understood the Jewish Scriptures. “Jesus of
Nazareth [was not initially] conscious of being the second person of the Trinity.” It was
knowledge that Jesus discovered as he read his Scriptures.30 Like the Early Church, and
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Jesus, modern followers too must learn to read the Old Testament as Jesus did in order to
understand him as he understood himself.
Concrete Historical Jesus
If the Old Testament described the Kingdom-of-God-vision, the life Jesus lived
made the Kingdom-of-God-vision concrete. Jesus’ own understanding of the Kingdom of
God is revealed in the life he lived on earth, particularly in the Synoptic Gospels. They
present Jesus as the one in whom the Kingdom-of-God-vision came to life in a real,
historical person. That vision is inaccessible until one understands the life of a real
historical person named Jesus who lived between the Incarnation and the Cross. There is
no Glittering Image of Jesus in the four Gospels, only a real person. As M. Scott Peck
confesses, much to his surprise, the Gospels introduce a real person, not the imaginings
of frustrated followers:
If the Gospel writers had been into PR [public relations] and embellishment, as
I had assumed, they would have created the kind of Jesus three quarters of
Christians still seem to be trying to create…I was absolutely thunderstruck by
the extraordinary reality of the man I found in the Gospels. I discovered a man
so incredibly real that no one could have made him up.31
Yet, there are obstacles modern readers must overcome if they are to see the real Jesus in
the pages of the Gospels.
Unlike his first followers, modern readers must work to understand the historical
Jesus because his context is foreign. His first followers were people much like Jesus
himself—tradesmen raised in occupied territory with a frustrated vision of a Jewish
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empire. Modern readers must study the background of the Jewish Scriptures and the
Second Temple Jewish culture it produced. Only then will modern readers understand
Jesus as Jesus and those Gospel writers did.
A reading of the Gospels with a grasp of the theological, historical, and cultural
context will lead to one conclusion: Jesus was out to redefine the Kingdom of God. His
words, actions, and particularly the parables he told were aimed at redefining the Jewish
understanding of kingdom; at confronting their grand narrative that had subverted his
Kingdom-of-God grand narrative.32 He also confronted the Roman grand narrative of
empire with the Kingdom of God. In the life Jesus lived, he made his Kingdom-of-Godvision so concrete, both Jews and Romans rejected Jesus and put him on the cross.33
Personal Jesus – Spirit/Personal Vision
Where the Old Testament makes the kingdom vision known, and the Synoptics
make it concrete, John’s Gospel makes knowledge of Jesus and the Gospel Grand
Narrative (kingdom-of-god vision) that shaped him personal. Wright says,
John gives the appearance of being written by someone who was a very close
friend of Jesus, and who spent the rest of his life mulling over, more and more
deeply, what Jesus had done and said and achieved, praying through it from
every conceivable angle, and helping others to understand it.34
Marianne Meye Thompson, the George Eldon Ladd Professor of New Testament at
Fuller Theological Seminary, agrees with Wright, saying John’s Gospel answers, “certain
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questions more explicitly that the other Gospels do not.”35 She proposes the priority of
John in our understanding of Jesus—a procedural, not a temporal priority—that
establishes, while Jesus did come as messiah to inaugurate the Kingdom of God,
individuals first approach him through his offer of personal friendship.
John says the goal of his Gospel is that his readers would believe in Jesus, and he
portrays this belief in the growing personal friendship between Jesus and his twelve
closest followers; a friendship now available to all Jesus’ followers. John says, in the
incarnation Jesus, “moved into the neighborhood” (John 1:14, MSG). Likewise, John
says Jesus’ first words to his future followers is, “Come and see.” Come get to know him
by spending time together (John 1:39). John proceeds to describe what they saw in
private stories filled with personal conversations—stories of the Wedding at Cana,
Nicodemus, the Centurion, the Samaritan Woman at the Well—not found in the Synoptic
Gospels (John 2-5). Belief for John is a personal confidence based on personal and
experiential knowledge of Jesus derived from spending time with him.
Only John describes the personal relationship Jesus offers in terms of his Spirit.
John describes that friendship as rivers of living water flowing from one’s innermost
being (John 7:37-39; cf. 4:10-11). As described above, in the upper room he promises to
send his Spirit to be a personal guide just as he has been to his first followers, and calls
the relationship abiding (John 14:16-17; 15:1-5; see also John 5:16-47; 1 John 2:24, 27,
28; 4:13). At the end of his life, John delivers a letter to the church from Jesus, inviting
anyone who is willing to enter into that same personal and conversational friendship:
“Look! Here I stand at the door and knock. If you hear me calling and open the door, I
35
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will come in, and we will share a meal as friends” (Rev. 3:20, NLT). What John did not
know before the ascension but came to understand in the sixty years since was this: the
gospel offers every follower a conversational friendship with Jesus through the Holy
Spirit. The result is faith, a personal confidence in Jesus as guide in daily life. How does
one develop such a friendship with Jesus?
Knowing Jesus
Like any friendship, a conversational friendship with Jesus as personal guide
takes intentional, daily cultivation. Five habits that comprise the practice of cultivating
that friendship with Jesus are here proposed: (1) spend time with Jesus daily, (2) read
about Jesus in the Gospels, (3) study Jesus, (4) talk about Jesus, and (5) do what Jesus
said. While it is impossible to prove these practices will undo the negative effects of
burnout or effectively prepare the leader to stand against the forces in vocational church
leadership that pave the path to burnout, given the evidence above, this author believes
these practices are part of a response that will effectively address—not undo—both the
effects and causes of burnout.
Spend Time with Jesus Every Day
A conversational relationship with Jesus begins when one spends time with Jesus
every day. Two means of spending the time with Jesus are here suggested, the habit of
Daily Prayers and the Ignatian Exercises. The practice of Daily Prayers refers to the habit
of keeping times of prayer and Bible reading—evening, morning and noon—every day.36
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Daily Prayers are daily appointments with Jesus; a practical means of opening the door to
him every day to spend personal and conversational time with him. Ignatian Exercises
provide a vivid means of prayerful meditation, imaginative reading on the life of Jesus,
and conversation with the Spirit about his person and life. While a treatment of the
Ignatian Exercises is beyond the scope of this project, many books provide both
introduction to the exercises and different approaches to using them.37
Read About Jesus in the Gospels
Reading about Jesus in the Gospels daily and becoming familiar with the portrait
painted there is the second habit suggested to cultivate a conversational relationship with
Jesus. As Frost and Hirsh make clear, one only develops an accurate image of Jesus as
one goes back to the Gospels and let them speak for themselves:
We need to find a renewed framework and basis for understanding everyday
life and actions as a vital source of the experience of God. We believe in the
need for the recovery of a messianic spirituality…rooted primarily in the life
and teaching of Jesus himself…[We must] recover a primal sense of who Jesus
was and how he engaged people. [That] will require a fresh look at the central
person of the faith.38
The Anglican Book of Common Prayer daily lectionary provides a manageable portion of
the Gospels daily to read as part of the habit of daily prayers and Bible reading.39
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Reading the Gospels is the basis for every day life and actions—including our church
leadership—rooted in the life and teachings of Jesus.
Study Jesus
Third, read books about Jesus, particularly the historical, cultural, and theological
context of his life as portrayed in the Gospels. The suggestion is for the leader to
constantly and consistently be reading at least one such book at all times to supplement
and inform a daily reading of the Gospels. Only when leaders arm themselves with the
best historical, cultural, and theological research on Jesus and his times will they
understand what Jesus meant, and what his hearers heard, when he says kingdom.
Key to this habit is the choice of a trusted guide to help one negotiate the
overwhelming amount of material on Jesus.40 This author suggests that one choose a
guide who has produced extensive research on Jesus’ theological, historical, and cultural
contexts; one who provides perspective on Jesus studies, both current and past;41 and
engages with other guides (writers on Jesus) both honestly and honorably. Most
importantly, the guide must engage extensively with the four Gospels themselves.
Talk About Jesus
Fourth, this project suggests the habit of talking about Jesus in both formal and
informal situations, in private conversations and public proclamations. One naturally
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talks about people one admires, both what they say and do. Based on one’s reading in the
Gospels and other books as well as daily time with Jesus, consider what Jesus would say
or do to specific people in specific situations. This opens the opportunity for the real
Jesus to be the topic of just about any conversation.
Talking about Jesus extends to the leader’s teaching and preaching. Leaders must
learn to teach about Jesus. N. T. Wright surfaces the issue here when he says, “Most
sermons use the Gospels, like the Old Testament, to illustrate doctrinal points established
from other portions of Scripture.”42 Most sermons do not let the Gospels or the Old
Testament, speak for themselves. If they did, they would show us Jesus because Jesus
said they “all point to me” (John 5:39-40).
This habit starts with always teaching and preaching about Jesus. Jesus must be
the topic of one’s messages, regardless of the text, identifying how both Old and New
Testaments point to Jesus. Every message must be a consideration of Jesus as a real
person with real motives and goals, what he might do, and what his opinion might be on
the subject of every message. In doing so, leaders both cultivate a greater understanding
of Jesus—teachers learn best when teaching and—others know Jesus as well.
Do What Jesus Said…and Says
Finally, and most obviously, one comes to know Jesus as one learns to do what
Jesus said. This is the meaning of discipleship (Matt. 28:18-20). Over time, followers
naturally begin to act and sound very much like their teacher. To do what Jesus says is to
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treat him as an expert on this life, not just on salvation and the life to come. Dallas
Willard captures the motivation behind this habit when he says,
Our commitment to Jesus can stand on no other foundation than a recognition
that he is the one who knows the truth about our lives and our universe. And
can we seriously imagine that Jesus could be Lord if He were not smart? If He
were divine, would He be dumb? Or uninformed? He is not just nice, He is
brilliant. He is the smartest man who ever lived. He is now supervising the
entire course of world history (Rev. 1:5) while simultaneously preparing the
rest of the universe for our future role in it (John 14:2). He always has the best
information on everything and certainly also on the things that matter most in
human life.43
Dallas Willard is brilliant in his practical application of this idea to simply do what Jesus
said, as well as the effects it will have on the one who attempts it. Willard suggests to
choose a command from the Sermon on the Mount, such as, “Bless those who curse you,”
and try to do it for a month. The effort, Willard claims, both builds personal confidence
in Jesus, and drives us to his grace. Success confirms Jesus’ wisdom. Failure brings
recognition that one is poor in Spirit, and “theirs is the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 5:3).” It
seems that acknowledging limitations and failures cultivates a conversational friendship
with Jesus as a personal guide in life and leadership, out of need of his grace.

Conclusion
A gospel without the Kingdom is a gospel that loses Jesus because Jesus’ identity
and mission are inaccessible apart from his Kingdom-of-God-vision. The abstract
theology on which the Rescue Gospel rests creates a coloring book Jesus, which leaders
color in with whatever color they choose. That Coloring Book Jesus becomes a Glittering
Image, a false image of the one we claim to follow. Leaders thus form or strengthen
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destructive versions of their own identities and mission—their vision for the local church
and church leadership—and lose the conversational relationship with Jesus as a guide in
life and leadership. In this author’s opinion, these factors are primary contributors to the
burnout epidemic.
Every leader needs Jesus as personal guide for life and church leadership. He is
both Author and Perfecter of our journey of faith (Heb. 12:2). Leaders find Jesus as they
recapture the Trinitarian theology of the missio dei, the Kingdom-of-God-vision. God the
Father authored the Kingdom-of-God-vision, Jesus lived a life to make that vision
concrete, and the Spirit makes it personal. With this foundation, a leader moves from
knowing about Jesus to knowing him personally by spending time with Jesus daily,
reading about Jesus in the Gospels, studying Jesus, talking about Jesus, and doing what
Jesus said. This conversational relationship with Jesus as personal guide is proposed here
as an effective response to the burnout epidemic.
Having considered the effects of a narrative gospel on an effective response to the
burnout epidemic—accepting the gospel as a grand narrative, Narrative Convergence,
Praying the Psalms to prepare for the Wilderness, and cultivating a friendship with
Jesus—Part 3 of this project now considers three practices suggested by the content of
Jesus’ gospel, aimed at caring for a leader’s emotional, physical, and relational needs.

CHAPTER 8
SELF-DIFFERENTIATION
Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its
practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge
in the image of its Creator (Col. 3:9-10).

Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands, and that He
had come from God and was going to God, rose from supper and laid aside His
garments, took a towel and girded Himself (John 13:3-4).
Introduction to Part Three
Part Two of this project considered biblical and theological implications of the
gospel as a grand narrative shaped by the story of Israel, seeking to establish biblical and
theological foundations for an effective response to the burnout epidemic. Part Two
proposed four theological and hermeneutical preparations—using the gospel as a grand
narrative, Narrative Convergence, Praying the Psalms, and cultivating a conversational
friendship with Jesus—as responses to the burnout epidemic. These preparations are
theological as they build on the pattern of God’s redemptive and restorative dealings with
his people, individually and corporately. They are hermeneutical in that they address how
individuals interpret the events of their own lives in light of Scripture.
Part 3 proposes three practices for the journey—self-differentiation, self-care, and
a peer group—corresponding to the emotional, physical, and relational needs of every
leader. Chapter 8 proposes the first of these practices, self-differentiation. This chapter
first explores the emotional experience of burnout in church leaders and the uniquely
potent recipe for burnout in that vocation. This recipe is then connected to a gospel
focused on sin management instead of restoration into the image of God. This chapter
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proposes the practice of self-differentiation—a clear sense of who one is, why one is on
the earth, and where one is going—as a response to burnout based on a gospel focused on
restoring the image of God in human beings.
People-Helping Stresses
As described in Chapter 1, individuals who do “people work” of some kind—
nurses, social workers, public defenders, child-care workers, counselors, policemen and
vocational church leadership or clergy—are most susceptible to burnout.1 This is due, at
least in part, to the inherent lack of structure in these professions, which is particularly
hard on personal boundaries. Hands and Fehr describe boundaries as limits established by
the ability to say, “No, I cannot do that,” or “It is too much for me.” Healthy boundaries
demonstrate a “sense of self, [knowing] where [one] begins and where [one] leaves off.
…”2 That is to say boundaries are an acknowledgement of personal limitations. A mature
person acknowledges personal limitations by establishing and maintaining healthy
boundaries. People-helping professions constantly seek to erode such boundaries.
The inherent lack of structure in the helping professions constantly pressures the
individual to exceed or ignore healthy limits or boundaries in four specific areas: work
schedule (When am I not at work?),3 job performance (Am I doing a good job?),4 caring
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for others (How much care for others is enough?),5 and caring for self (Am I allowed to
take care of myself and my family?).6 This author suggests that the inherent lack of
structure, combined with the needs associated with people-helping professions, and the
type of person typically attracted to vocational church leadership, produces a potent
recipe for burnout.
Work Schedule – When Am I at Work?
People-helping pressures have an inherent ambiguity as to when one is expected
or considered to be at work. People-helpers feel constant pressure to ignore the limits of a
normal workweek, often at the expense of the family and personal lives. Particularly due
to the nature of the work and the needs of the people they help, people-helpers often carry
the expectation of being constantly “on-call” both formally and informally.
This expectation has even more potential to violate work boundaries of church
leaders and their families, because pastors and their families live in a different “time
zone”7 from the people in their church and neighborhoods. Evenings, weekends and
holidays do not have the same meaning for church leadership families as they do for
others. First, the most effective and productive times for a pastor are evenings and
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weekends, when church members are available. This is also when the pastor’s own
family is at home. If pastors do take compensatory days off for these evenings and
weekends, and most do not, they are typically days their children are in school. Second,
while weekends and holidays—such as Christmas, Easter, and Thanksgiving—represent
time off from normal responsibilities and the high point of family life for most church
members, these are the times of life when pastors and their families feel the greatest
amount of responsibility and pressure.
When one also considers the crises that come at all hours in the lives of church
members, and the preparation for messages that often is pushed into personal time by
other demands, church leadership is a vocation constantly overflowing normal work
schedule boundaries. Archibald Hart accurately describes the outcome when he says,
There are no clear boundaries in church leadership. Most people know when
their workday is over, not pastors. A chronic feeling of incompleteness, never
being through for the day, and a pervasive anxiety about tasks still needing
attention is a major cause of stress disorders, including depression.8
Thus, vocational ministry constantly pressures pastors to extend the normal limits of a
workweek and violate the necessary boundaries of family time in vocational ministry.
Time is the fundamental boundary violated in vocational church leadership.
Job Performance – Am I Doing a Good Job?
In addition to ambiguity concerning when to be at work, those in the helping
professions often struggle with what they are to be accomplishing at work—job
ambiguity. Daniel and Rogers cite issues such as unclear roles and responsibilities,

8

Dr. Archibald D. Hart, Coping with Depression in the Ministry and Other Helping Professions
(Waco: Word Inc., 1984), 115ff.

136
unclear goals or criteria for measuring success, and unclear lines of authority as the
source of this ambiguity.9 Attendance, buildings and giving have often been the de facto
measures of success, but many pastors find them shallow. However, as Hart observes,
“pastors may even find it harder to quantify success when they get their eyes off money,
buildings and church attendance.”10 As a result, because pastors are unclear as to what
they are responsible for, they often feel as if they are responsible for everything, carrying
all the “emotional demands but holding very little decision-making power.”11 They often
respond by pushing themselves beyond reasonable limits, trying to do more than humanly
possible, as if busyness might meet the ambiguous definition of success in ministry.
Caring for Others – Am I Caring Too Much?
Nowhere is this job ambiguity more apparent or more destructive than the
fundamental role of caring for others. The care people-helpers provide is often typified by
intense interaction with clients, in seasons when the clients’ needs are greatest.12 The
intensity of the needs and the compassion of the people-helper exert pressure to ignore
personal boundaries and limits in providing care. They sacrifice themselves to help
others. In addition, because local churches are a “voluntary structure,” an organization
comprised of people who participate simply because they choose to or not, church leaders
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are often even more inclined to ignore boundaries in order to retain people.13 Some say
this is an example of pastors who care too much; others disagree.14
Hart claims this kind of care that leads to burnout is simply a sacrifice of personal
boundaries to take unhealthy responsibility for others. He calls this unhealthy care, an
attempt to take responsibility for the hurts and expectations of others without regard to
one’s own needs or limitations.15 Hart says this unhealthy care comes from guilt and the
feeling of helplessness in the expectation to fix every problem and hurt.16 As described in
Chapter 1, Willamon and Hauerwas describe this as limitless care, “an animal with an
omnivorous, voracious appetite.” They claim it results when the expectations of people
are allowed to define the limits of care.17 All of this points back to Chapter 2, and the
type of personality most typically attracted to church leadership. Unhealthy care is the
desire to fix and please generated from unresolved issues.18
Self Care – Can I Take Care of Me?
Ultimately, people-helpers fail to take care of themselves in their attempt to meet
the unclear demands of the job and respond to the unbounded expectations of others.
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Ideals such as perfectionism, unrealistic expectations and an inability to tolerate failure
lead the people-helper to believe he or she can function without meeting basic personal
needs. The connection between this lack of self-care and burnout in church leadership is
clear in at least three areas.
First, because boundaries are not clear, the pressures of people helping
professions constantly conspire to redefine personal boundaries and personal identity.
These pressures can be formative for leaders who are unable to establish clear personal
boundaries due to unresolved personal issues. As will be demonstrated presently, this
describes the type personality most frequently drawn to vocational church leadership.
Secondly, because burnout is often the result of personal limits denied or ignored
over the long-term, the inherent lack of boundaries in the helping professions lead to a
greater frequency and intensity of burnout. In addition, because most church leaders do
not enjoy the same level of economic autonomy as other people helping professionals
such as businesspersons, lawyers and doctors. Even though they face many of the same
demands that can lead to burnout, other people-helping professionals are able to care for
themselves with benefits such as greater levels of control in the job environment,
financial compensation, vacations, domestic help, and returns in social status that may
mitigate the effects of this lack of boundaries.19 Church leaders have no such options.
Third, a bias in most church leadership environments, which considers physical
needs unspiritual, brings added pressure to leaders to ignore the depression and his or her
need for rest. The signal of depression flashes far longer in pastoral leadership than for
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others in helping vocations. This is the subject of the next chapter. For now it is observed
burnout occurs more often in church leadership professions primarily due to the inherent
lack of boundaries in those professions.
Church Leadership Pressures
The Glittering Image
The normal pressures of people helping professions—the lack of boundaries
discussed in the previous section—combine with other factors unique to vocational
church leadership, resulting in a potent recipe for burnout. The first ingredient in the
church leadership burnout recipe is what Susan Howatch calls a Glittering Image.20 Fred
Lehr describes the Glittering Image as the “façade” a church leader (and often the entire
family) assumes to respond to the unrealistic expectations of people in the church,
expectations to transcend the natural limits, abilities and boundaries of normal people in
carrying out his or her role.21 As Daniel and Rogers observe, people-helpers “typically
see themselves as enlightened either socially, politically or spiritually.”22 Lehr claims this
tendency is stronger in church leaders.
The role church leaders—and often the leader’s family—are expected to play in
the lives of the people causes the pressure to develop a Glittering Image. First of all,
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building on Reed’s “Theory of Oscillation,”23 Lehr describes a process resulting in the
Glittering Image, one in which both church leader and people participate. During the
week people are responsible to manage their lives, solve their own problems, deal with
their own chaos and figure out their own questions. At church—or in times of crisis—
they are allowed, or expected, to transfer their responsibility for “guidance, safety and
encouragement” to the pastor. In this way people are trained to regress to childish
immaturity, and allow the church leader to play the role of God—or a cosmic surrogate
parent—for the people.
In addition, a pastor feels the pressure to play a leading part in the most
significant events of people’s lives including weddings, funerals, baptisms, and child
dedications. People turn to their pastor for wisdom and comfort in dealing with death,
divorce, wayward children, career decisions and other life-altering choices. Most
importantly, every weekend people listen the their pastor as he claims to speak for God.
The pastor is expected to walk on water, as often is the pastor’s family, often producing a
Glittering Image.24
This pressure often extends to the leader’s family. The fishbowl effect is the name
Richard Blackmon uses to describe this pressure as it extends and the church leader’s
family (and particularly his or her marriage) becomes a gauge of leader’s job
performance. Blackmon says,
In no other profession are the philosophy and performance of the vocation so
intimately entwined with the commitments, values, and behavior of one’s
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private life, in the eyes of those who serve and those who are served.” The
family feels that pressure, often facing a grim choice between hypocrisy and
public humiliation.25
All these factors combine and a Glittering Image may seem the only means of survival.
Counselors and psychologists claim this Glittering Image results in codependent
relationships. Congregations want a leader who can’t say no, and never take a day off, all
the while maintaining the Glittering Image. This is to say congregations tend to want the
Unhealthy Care described above. Lehr says this desire—on both the part of the leader
and the congregation—has all the addictive power of substance abuse.26 This is due in no
small part to the type of personality typically attracted to vocational church leadership.
Personality Type
The type of personality typically drawn to vocational church leadership is the
second factor in the church leadership burnout recipe. Lehr cites statistical studies of
church leaders, claiming a majority of those drawn to vocational church leadership
exhibit personality types drawn toward codependent relationships.27 He describes
codependence as:
A set of maladaptive behaviors that a person learns to survive in an experience
of great emotional pain and stress and that are passed on from generation to
generation. These behaviors and their accompanying attitudes are selfdefeating and result in diminished capacity. Codependents do not take
adequate care of themselves and are far too controlled by [or controlling of]
other persons’ behaviors and attitudes.
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Lehr says this description fits over seventy percent of those in church leadership, citing
their combination of idealism and people-orientation as identifying characteristics.28
Anne Wilson Schaef claims the number is eighty percent.29 Lehr identifies codependence
as the key factor in clergy burnout, calling burnout a “politically safe term for the real
disease—codependence.”30
This personality type most attracted to church leadership is expert in feeling
guilty, tending to “demonstrate poor boundary maintenance, trying to please others and
solve others’ problems out of compassion.”31 Kroeger and Oswald describe this
personality type as the kind of person who has trouble saying “no,” has a high need for
strokes, and tends to attract dependency relationships.32 This personality type can be
summarized by the need to fix and please, sometimes out of compassion and sometimes
out of compulsion.33 This desire to fix and please exerts unusually high influence on local
church cultures because of the greater concentration of this personality type in church
leadership (50%) as compared to the population in general (12%).34 All this points to one
factor in the burnout epidemic—fixers and pleasers dominate church leadership.
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Multiple experts in the field of ministry burnout agree the primary factors of
personality type are tied to common conditioning factors in the church leader’s families
of origin.35 They suggest this type of personality chooses vocational church leadership in
order to turn to a new family, a church family, to resolve issues caused and left
unresolved in their original family of origin.36 These experts imply, and some claim
outright, a large percentage of church leaders choose their profession with the
subconscious goal of using the structures of church leadership to resolve the personal
issues developed in their families, that is, to fix themselves.
Minding the Gap
This author contends a primary factor—perhaps the primary factor—in burnout
among vocational church leaders is the effort expended to mind the gap between the
Glittering Image and the reality behind the façade. This is the third element of the church
burnout recipe. In her novels, Susan Howatch describes clergymen who burnout as
having “lost their way” as they tried to meet the “considerable demands on their mental
and emotional health” required to mind that gap between the Glittering Image and the
reality behind. She says the protection of this “false self” became a prison from which
they had to escape by any means.37 In the same way, Hart describes burnout as a result of
“too great a gap between aspirations and accomplishment.”38 Hands and Fehr describe
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burnout as the condition of leaders “whose facades have broken down or are showing
signs of breaking down.”39 Emotional exhaustion is symptom of the façade breaking
down, the escape from the prison of false self; it is the Glittering Image unmasked. It is
the signal the leader is no longer willing or able to invest the emotional energy required
to maintain the gap.
Self-Differentiation and the Image of God
The Image of God
Instead of a Glittering Image, the gospel promises to restore God’s image in the
individual. To summarize the discussion in Chapter 3, the goal of the gospel is to deal
with sin so that individuals can be renewed into the image of God in order to fulfill one’s
destiny as God’s co-rulers in this creation. Sin represented failure to fulfill that destiny,
allowing death into creation.40 By his death, Jesus dealt with sin and death, and restored
human beings in relationship with God. By his resurrection Jesus became “a life-giving
spirit (1 Cor. 15:45, 49)” who enables human beings to be restored in the image or
likeness of Christ, that is, the image of God in a human being (Rom. 8:28-29; 2 Cor.
3:18-4:6; Eph. 4:22-24; Col. 3:10). Jesus is thus “the new picture of what it means to be
truly human,” including the implication of carrying on “every facet of his work.”41 Jesus’
death and resurrection restore the image of God in human beings so they can fulfill their
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destiny as co-rulers of creation alongside Jesus, the king. This section claims only this
concrete hope of renewal into the image of God is the basis for identity formation that
withstands the church leadership stresses without burning out.
The Rescue Gospel, on the other hand, is so obsessed with managing individual
sin it marginalizes or excludes renewal into image of God.42 The promise of forgiveness
now and heaven when one dies—the goal the Rescue Gospel—provide an inadequate
replacement for true renewal into the image of God. This author claims this gospel of sinmanagement creates (or attracts) anxious, codependent leaders with unresolved identity
issues, who look to fill this need in responses of others—the very type of burnout-prone
individuals described above.
Self-Differentiation
The practice of self-differentiation, a practical expression of faith in a gospel
promising restoration into the image of God, is here offered as a practical response to
burnout. Edwin Friedman pioneered the concept of self-differentiation based on the work
of Murray Bowen.43 Self-differentiation describes an individual who is able to establish
and maintain clarity on personal identity, goals and values in the face of personal anxiety
and opposition, in whatever forms it takes. The concept implies an individual whose
identity is formed by a strong sense of self and not emotional reactions—particularly
anxiety—to external forces. In relation to Friedman’s paradigm, this study claims the
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promise to be restored into the image of God is a powerful expression of God’s desire for
human beings to self-differentiate; to be restored to both the image of God in general, as
well as into the unique individual image of God, that which He had in mind when God
“fearfully and wonderfully knit” each individual together in his or her mother’s womb
(Ps. 139:13, 14). Before exploring this claim, we more closely examine the concept of
self-differentiation.
Friedman describes a well-differentiated person as one who is well-defined and
non-anxious with a strong sense of self with regard to what he or she is managing.44
Well-defined describes an individual who has established clarity on personal identity,
values, and goals. Friedman also describes this as a well-principled presence.45 Nonanxious speaks of the individual’s ability to maintain that clarity as the basis of thinking
and action in the midst the many forms of anxiety present in the individual’s family,
church, or society. A strong sense of self describes the strong and clear personal identity
formed by this process, or practice. Friedman summarizes, “Differentiation means the
capacity of a family member to define his or her own life’s goals and values apart from
the surrounding togetherness pressures.”46 Friedman describes a leader who knows where
they come from, who they are, and, based on that knowledge, where they want to go.
Frank Green provides a more accessible definition of self-differentiation,
describing it as “the ability to self-define regardless of what is going on around me.”47
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Green says the chief characteristic of self-differentiation is the ability to be non-anxious,
size up situations, and make decisions in a strategic and skilled manner regardless of the
external pressures and anxiety present. Green says one question always defines the level
of differentiation, “Do I have to give up me to be loved by you?”48 Friedman claims that
this concept of self-differentiation provides a new and more productive response to
burnout in vocational religious leadership because it is rooted in “systems thinking”.
Systems Thinking and Burnout
Friedman proposes a systems view of burnout to replace the popular individual
model of burnout. This approach considers the burned-out leader from the perspective of
his or her place in the group or organization, rather than as solely an independent
individual.49 Friedman says,
Efforts to deal with burnout based on the individual model run the risk of
adding more burden to the enervated professional because they convey that the
problem is located in his or her own psyche. The focus tends to be on the
burned-out professional’s personality, conflicts or feelings. [Because of this
individual focus] resting and refreshment do not change [things]. [This
approach] can actually add to the leader’s burden if the individual is inclined to
be a soul searcher.50
Friedman’s list of responses to burnout from the individual model he debunks look
remarkably like those offered in popular evangelical literature.51 The problem with this
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approach is its fundamental disregard for the leader’s place in the organizational system.
Regardless of how healthy that individual becomes, according to Friedman, response to
burnout will be ineffective unless the individual chooses to take a new role within the
system.52
A systems approach to burnout claims an individual’s position in the system
(family or congregation) is the key to understanding and responding to burnout. Friedman
describes the burned-out leader as the identified patient in the congregation. He justifies
this analogy to family therapy because, of all human organizations, “the one that
functions most like a family is the church or synagogue.” In the systems model the
identified patient is seen as “the symptom bearer of his or her congregational family.”53
Friedman compares this system that produces a burned-out pastor to an electrical circuit
where the outlets are connected in series. In a series circuit the outlets are wired so that
the power source runs directly through all of them. They are all directly connected. In this
type of relational system, the leader burns out because the leader is bearing the overload,
or stress, of the entire system. This type of emotional system fits the classic definition of
codependent relationships. Self-differentiation, on the other hand, is the choice to be
wired into a system in parallel, where each outlet has its own independent connection to
the power source. In this relational system emotional overload in another individual—or
the entire system—does not necessarily affect the leader. Thus the emphasis in response
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to burnout is one’s position in the system, not the personality of the burned-out
individual.54
This leads to Freidman’s key insight for a response to burnout. To effectively
avoid or recover from burnout, the leader must work on self, not the system. The leader
must wire him/herself into the system with an independent power source:
The basic concept of leadership through self-differentiation is this: If a leader
will take primary responsibility for his or her own position as “head” and work
to define his or her own goals and self, while staying in touch with the rest of
the organism, there is a more than reasonable chance the body will follow.
That is to say the leader’s best response to the stresses that lead to burnout is selfdifferentiation. This chapter now considers elements of establishing self-differentiation:
distance, definition, and differentiation.
Distance is the first element in defining and differentiating one’s self. Friedman
claims it is essential to establish distance from sabotage, data deluge, chronic anxiety, and
crisis mode of the relational system (congregation, family) in order to think out one’s
vision clearly and establish a well-defined sense of self.55 This means church leaders
must first carve out regular time in their schedules to identify and maintain a clear, welldefined understanding of their own history, identity, values, and goals.
Definition is the second element in the practice of self-differentiation. The leader
must clearly define the personal history, identity, values, strengths, preferences, goals and
so on that make him or her this individual. The leader must identify that which makes her
or him this individual.
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As stated above, this author claims self-differentiation is a human need rooted in
the gospel’s promise to restore individuals into the image of God. Human beings were
designed to operate out of a clear sense of where one has been, who one is, and where
one is going. These were lost when the image of God in man was defaced by the fall.
Self-differentiation is here understood to be rooted in every human being’s longing to be
restored into both image of God in general, as well as the unique and individual image of
God, the person God had in mind when He “fearfully and wonderfully knit” each
individual together in his or her mother’s womb (Ps. 139:13, 14). This author believes
this is a common human longing, based in creation, shared by every individual on earth.
For this reason, this project proposes using tools that reflect biblical concepts such
as call and spiritual gifts in this step of self-definition. In a light but helpful treatment,
Rick Warren proposed the acronym S.H.A.P.E. to denote spiritual gifts (or strengths),
heart (passions), abilities, personality, and experience provides possible elements of selfdifferentiation.56 Likewise, tools from the field of Strengths Psychology are helpful in the
process of definition.57 This author finds most helpful the Focused Living Process, as
well other tools developed by Terry Walling based on Robert Clinton’s book The Making
of a Leader.58 Clinton and Walling begin with a personal timeline based on the

56

Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Church: Growth without Compromising Your Message &
Mission (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995).
57

Marcus Buckingham, Go Put Your Strengths to Work: 6 Powerful Steps to Achieve Outstanding
Performance (New York: Free Press, 2007). Tom Rath and and Marcus Buckingham, StrengthsFinder 2.0
(New York: Gallup Press, 2007). Donald O. Clifton and Paula Nelson, Soar with Your Strengths (New
York: Delacorte Press, 1992).
58

Robert J. Clinton, The Making of a Leader (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 1988). Terry Walling,
“Focused Living Online,” 2010, http://leaderbreakthru.com/training/focused-living-online/ (accessed 2011
йил 12-December). Terry Walling, Focused Living Online, 2010, http://www.leaderbreakthru.com/
(accessed December 11, 2011).

151
conviction that God’s design is to be through the events of one’s life. The goal of this
process is to help individuals “clarify their purpose, values, core values” resulting in a
“Personal Calling Statement” to be used as a “compass and direction tool.”59 That is to
say, they help individuals self-differentiate.
Differentiation is the third element in the practice of self-differentiation.
Differentiation simply refers to sustaining a well-defined presence as one lives his or her
life, engaging every area with clear self-leadership based on the clear sense of self
established in distance and definition. Friedman describes the practice of selfdifferentiated leadership as the individual’s ability to stay both connected and separate,
to nurture relationships without compromising self-differentiation, and to maintain a well
defined, non-anxious presence within those relationships.
In the end, self-differentiation provides the basis for mature self-leadership, which
provides a foundation for healthy organizational leadership.60 Friedman says it is hard
work to maintain self-differentiation once distance and definition are achieved.61 The
leader must learn to stay connected to others while consistently take “nonreactive, clearly
conceived and clearly defined positions” focused on where he or she is heading, not on
changing those around him or her. In this situation Friedman says the leader must
develop the capacity to deal with sabotage as more poorly differentiated people react to
one’s self-differentiation. Self-differentiated leadership describes the antithesis of leading
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by fixing and pleasing, or maintaining the gap as a leadership model. This author believes
Jesus is the ultimate example of this type of leadership.
Jesus and Self-Differentiation
This author believes that many aspects of Jesus’ behavior demonstrate a high
level of self-differentiation.62 At the beginning of his public life, Jesus had the nerve63 to
believe he was the messiah who would fulfill God’s promises to Israel, and all creation.
As McKnight says,
The startling implications of Luke 4:16-30, the opening preaching scene for
Jesus, is that he had the ego to think that Isaiah’s words from chapter 61 were
finding…fulfillment [in him]. [This] self-promoting context and
egocentrism…led the villagers to be “furious” and to attempt to put him away
right then (4:28-30).64
Jesus quietly slipped away. Jesus was simply a well-defined, non-anxious presence.
Perhaps the clearest example of Jesus’ self-differentiation occurs the night before
he knew he would die a horrible death,
Jesus knew that the Father had put all things under his power, and that he had
come from God and was returning to God; so he got up from the meal, took off
his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his waist (John 13:3-4).
This is as clear and concise a statement of self-differentiation as can be found in any of
Friedman’s work. Jesus knew his personal history (from the Father), how that personal
history shaped his identity and goals (Passover, cross, and returning to the Father). Only
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on the basis of that clear self-definition was Jesus able to exert self-leadership serving the
friends he knew would later abandon and betray him. Jesus is the example of selfdifferentiation for every human being to imitate.65 Since Jesus is the image of God on
earth realized, as well as the prime example of self-differentiation, self-differentiation is
taken to be an accurate description of one who is formed by the concrete hope of
restoration into the image of God.
While it is impossible to prove the practice of self-differentiation will prepare
church leaders to thrive amidst the normal stresses of church leadership, given the
evidence above, there is legitimate reason to believe that clear self-differentiation is part
of an effective response to the current burnout epidemic. Self-differentiation seems to
have been Jesus’ basis for healthy care and leadership, a cruciform life that does not sink
into codependency and burnout. Jesus went to the cross out of clear self-differentiation;
therefore, church leaders can only pick up their crosses daily out of a clear sense of selfdifferentiation. As John said, only after Jesus considered from whence he had come, who
he was, and where he was going, did he wrap a towel around his waist to serve others by
washing their feet and dying on a cross.

Conclusion
This chapter proposed the practice of self-differentiation as an effective response
to the burnout epidemic, based on a gospel focused on restoring the image of God in
human beings rather than on managing sin. The effort a leader expends in maintaining the
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gap between the Glittering Image and the reality behind is a primary cause of burnout in
church leadership. The effort expended in gaining distance to define and maintain a welldefined position and personal identity will instead energize and protect a leader from the
unique recipe for burnout in vocational church leadership.
Some may suggest self-differentiation is merely self-serving protectionism
dressed up in a psychological and theological costume. That is certainly a possibility.
However, if self-differentiation is considered the basis of self-sacrificing service, as Jesus
modeled in the Gospels, then it will neither serve as a theological basis for one’s own
self-centered pathologies, or a richly decorated cover for selfishness. Self-differentiation
is the only foundation for living the cruciform life of church leadership Paul describes in
2 Corinthians without burning out or abdicating, or both. Because humans are a unified
body, however, an effective response to burnout considers one’s emotional and physical
lives as integrated in the large whole. This project now turns from an emotional
discussion to a physical consideration of burnout, and particularly the response of a
gospel with the goal of bodily resurrection and the physical restoration of all creation at
its center.

CHAPTER 9
SELF-CARE

I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings. Do you
not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in
such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into
strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a
crown that will last forever. Therefore I do not run like a man running
aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. No, I beat my body and
make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be
disqualified for the prize (1 Cor. 9:23-27).

Section 1 introduced both the burnout epidemic among Western evangelical
church leaders and the inadequate or hijacked gospel. Section 2 suggested four
preparations church leaders make to recover from or avoid burnout based on Jesus’
gospel as a grand narrative. Section 3 proposes three practices for the journey—selfleadership based on self-differentiation, self-care, and a peer group—to address a leader’s
emotional, physical, and relational needs.
The previous chapter explored the emotional experience of burnout. It considered
the implications for burnout of a gospel focused on restoring the image of God in human
beings rather than managing personal sin, commending the practice self-differentiation.
Chapter 9 explores the physical roots of burnout and the implications of a gospel that has
bodily resurrection and the physical restoration of creation as its centerpiece. This chapter
claims the burnout epidemic in church leadership results in part from a dualistic gospel
that devalues the physical body, creating leadership cultures that deny physical
limitations and the need for self-care. In contrast, because bodily resurrection and the
physical restoration of creation are central to Jesus’ gospel, this chapter proposes four
physical practices—sleep, Sabbath, rest, and exercise—as first step practices for leaders
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to acknowledge physical limitations and practice self-care. These physical practices are
here called Unspiritual Disciplines, an intentional contrast with typical spiritual
disciplines—such as prayer, solitude, Bible reading—usually prescribed as the sole
spiritual response to burnout.1 This is not to deny the value of spiritual disciplines but
rather to acknowledge the limited value of such disciplines apart from physical self-care.
The Physical Roots of Burnout
The emotional exhaustion of burnout has physical roots. To understand these
physical roots one must understand the three chemicals the body produces in times of
stress—serotonin, adrenaline, and cortisol—and their relation to depression. Serotonin is
a neurotransmitter. Under normal circumstances it helps relay messages between over 40
million brain cells “related to mood, sexual desire and function, appetite, sleep, memory
and learning, temperature regulation, cardiovascular, muscle, and endocrine function, and
some social behavior.”2 These functions change during times of stress.
First, we must be clear, stress is not the same thing as burnout.3 According to
Hans Selye, the father of stress research, stress is the general term describing “the
nonspecific response of the body to any demand,” whether good (eustress) or bad
(distress). Both the excitement of a sporting event and the fear of attack in a dark alley
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produce stress. The highest level of stress is caused by the fight-or-flight response. This
response engages the body’s emergency response system, which prepares the body to
deal with any physical or psychological threat.4 This emergency response system
precipitates chemical changes in the body.
In times of stress or crisis (fight-or-flight response), the body responds by
producing adrenaline (epinephrine) as a substitute neurotransmitter for serotonin, and
cortisol to manage the stress. Adrenaline is an enhanced chemical messenger used to
more effectively transmit signals between nerve cells during times of crisis.5 Together
adrenaline and cortisol stimulate the heart to beat faster and work harder, increase the
flow of blood to the muscles for increased physical activity (such as running or fighting),
cause an increased alertness of mind, and reduce immune system activity to conserve
energy for other needs. While effective in times of crisis, the human body is not designed
to operate on elevated levels of adrenaline and cortisol.
The human body needs both physical activity and rest to return to normal
operations. Physical activity disperses cortisol. Rest turns off the adrenal glands, and
allows the body to replenish its supply of serotonin. Without a physical outlet cortisol
levels build up and sabotage the body by keeping it constantly prepared for fight or flight.
Elevated cortisol levels interfere with learning and memory, lower immune function and
bone density; cause increased weight gain, blood pressure, cholesterol, heart disease, risk
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for depression, and mental illness; and lower life expectancy.6 Elevated cortisol levels
lead to burnout.
In addition to physical activity, the human body requires rest to both recover from
the use of adrenaline, and replenish its supply of serotonin.7 Without rest after crisis,
serotonin levels are depleted and the body continues producing adrenaline. Using
adrenaline as a serotonin substitute will destroy the body’s system, burning it out. As
Cordeiro describes, “The fuel of adrenaline that keeps your engines running in the
beginning will turn on you and destroy you in the end.”8 In addition, a low level of
serotonin restricts connections between individual brain cells resulting in abnormal
thoughts and emotions.9 The human body was made to function best on serotonin.
Chronically increased adrenaline levels, which can be caused by neglecting rest
after stress, are also hazardous. These hazards include increased production of
cholesterol, decreased ability to remove cholesterol, restricted blood-flow to the heart,
increased blood clotting, and increased plaque in arteries. Because adrenaline stimulates
the body for movement, it also causes the body to age faster.10 Most importantly,
continued use of adrenaline as a substitute for serotonin leads to a dependency or
addiction to adrenaline. Hart says addiction is an accurate word in this context because
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the pleasure one derives from adrenaline produces changes in the brain similar to changes
produced drugs.11 The end result of high adrenal levels for extended periods is called
“hypoadrenia” or adrenal fatigue, a key component of burnout.
The Role of Depression
Understanding the productive role of depression is key to avoiding burnout due to
adrenal fatigue. The key to managing one’s body after times of stress is to cooperate with
depression. After a crisis, the body produces a state of depression—a “low mood,
disinterest in regular activities, and physical fatigue”—designed to produce a state of
lethargy. Hart describes this lethargy as normal depression.12 Normal depression
encourages the individual to adapt activities to facilitate psychic and physiological repair
through rest. Normal depression is designed to encourage rest so the adrenal glands can
turn off, and the body can replenish its store of serotonin. When this depression is
ignored adrenal glands continue producing and serotonin levels are not replenished.13
Hart says depression is always purposeful. Although it comes in many forms, it
always has one purpose, “to warn us something is wrong.” Depression is also self-
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limiting. It will run its course when the work is done.14 Ultimately, the real problem with
depression is not the depression, but when an individual does not let depression do what
it is designed to do. Ignoring depression prolongs and intensifies the experience of
depression, and can lead to burnout. This seems to be the case in the burnout epidemic
because most church leaders do not understand this productive, purposeful, and selflimiting role depression is designed to play; and the typical church leadership
environment only encourages this ignorance and avoidance.
The typical church leadership environment demonizes or denies depression.
Cordeiro calls depression, “the myth that Christians (especially pastors) are not supposed
to struggle with.”15 Hart lists the following common misconceptions about depression in
the church and among Christians:


all depression comes from Satan



depression is always a consequence of sin



depression is God punishing me



giving in to depression is not the will of God



depression is a sign God has rejected me.16

For this reason, church leaders typically respond to depression with busyness, not rest.
While depression is demonized, busyness is idolized in most church leadership
environments; equated with maturity and spirituality. In the words of physician Richard
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Swenson, “a common presupposition among pastors seems to be that a compulsive
overextension of time and energy is an affirmation of godliness.”17 This is the Glittering
Image at its clearest, a leader who is too spiritual to need rest. Fred Lehr describes the
phenomenon from both observation and experience:
What gets clergy rewarded in church leadership [is] wrecking their…lives.
Congregations love those who just can’t say “no,” never take a day off, who
“labor for the Lord” endlessly. I had a terrible time saying “no” to my
parishioners. At no time could I declare, “This is enough.” I had no concept of
“enough.”18
The typical pastor responds to depression with activity. This pattern is much more deeply
engrained in the weekly rhythm of most pastors than in other people-helping professions.
According to Hart, church leaders experience a unique type of depression, the
Monday Morning Blues, caused by the weekly rhythm of church services on Sunday.19
He describes a weekly physiological build up to Sundays experienced, but not necessarily
identified, by most church leaders:
Subtle and often unrecognized anxiety pervades the anticipation of weekend
activity [worship and preaching], and there is a gradual but steady buildup of
adrenaline in the bloodstream. By the end of the week, the leader is riding high
on excess adrenaline. When Sunday’s activities are over, there is a massive
shutdown of the adrenal system. The leader is likely to experience a let-down
feeling and period of depression…so as to demand time for recuperation.20
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This feeling of let down, which is typically experienced on Sunday afternoon or Monday
morning, is a physical phenomenon signaling a physical need for rest. Because busyness
is idolized and rest is demonized in most church leadership environments, leaders
typically push through this Monday blues warning system—working longer, sleeping
less, and not taking time to rest—instead of allowing the body to rest after an adrenalinepacked Sunday (and the week leading up to it). Serotonin deficiency accompanied by
adrenaline build up is thus a typical aspect of most church leaders’ weekly schedule.
Burnout may result from prolonged exposure to stress without recovery time, “a
body system exhausted by overwork, pushed beyond reasonable endurance, and depleted
of resources.”21 Burnout is the crisis of emotional exhaustion resulting from ignoring
normal depression and the rest it calls for over the long term. Hart describes this crisis
point of emotional exhaustion as a time when something had broken inside his own
patients, seen in the intense feeling of panic, fear, and impending doom accompanied by a
great tiredness and suicidal thoughts.22 The leader is no longer willing or able,
consciously or subconsciously, to maintain “the gap” mentioned in the previous chapter.
The emotional exhaustion of burnout is a message from the body that can no
longer be ignored. The body is flooded with cortisol, serotonin levels are catastrophically
depleted, and the individual is addicted to the adrenaline one’s body produces, but his or
her adrenal glands are burned out and are no longer able to supply the need. Behind this
demonization and denial of depression is a perspective that devalues the physical body
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and thus denies physical limitations and the need for self-care, which this author claims is
a direct outcome of an incomplete gospel.
The Rescue Gospel fosters burnout, because it is a disembodied gospel that
devalues bodily resurrection and the physical restoration of this creation. As described in
Chapter 3, the Rescue Gospel substitutes the fuzzy hope of heaven when I die for bodily
resurrection and the physical restoration of this creation as the ultimate goal of
salvation.23 This perspective is based on dualistic Platonic—possibly Gnostic—
assumptions that view the present physical world as evil and transitory, and the unseen
world as spiritual and abiding. Wright does not overstate the case in saying the Rescue
Gospel represents a, “Platonism that has infected whole swaths of Christian thinking and
has misled people into supposing that Christians are meant to devalue this present world
and our present bodies and regard them as shameful.”24 The outcome is the demonization
of depression and disregard for physical self-care described above.
Unspiritual Disciplines of Self-Care
Jesus’ gospel, on the other hand, places high value the physical world, and the
human body from the opening chapters of Genesis to the closing chapters of Revelation.
In Genesis 1, God pronounces this physical creation “very good”. In Revelation 21-22,
this value of the physical world continues as one finds the New Jerusalem coming down
to earth, “uniting the two in a lasting embrace,” not ransomed souls making their way to a
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disembodied heaven.25 In between creation and restoration, the bodily resurrection of
human beings and physical restoration of this creation are central to Jesus’ gospel.26 Paul
describes the bodily resurrection of human beings as both our full adoption as children,
as well as the event that triggers the physical restoration of all created things in new
creation (Rom. 6:5; 8:19ff). Wright does not overstate this when he calls physical bodily
resurrection “the defining event of the new creation.”27 The value Jesus’ gospel places on
the physical world in general, and the human body specifically, is the basis for physical
self-care as a primary response to burnout.
The following proposal views the body as both a thermometer and a thermostat. A
thermometer measures the temperature of the whole person and a thermostat regulates
the state of the body. Depression is a key aspect of an individual’s thermometer used to
monitor the state of that person. Preemptive self-care uses the body as a thermostat to
regulate itself even before depression registers on the “thermometer,” anticipating the
need for rest and other forms of self-care before depression surfaces. How does one use
one’s body as both a thermometer and a thermostat?
First, as made clear above, leaders must learn to value and listen to depression.
Depression is productive, purposeful, and self-limiting friend. Depression is the physical
symptom the individual needs rest to recover from physical and psychological stress, not
a symptom of weakness or spiritual immaturity. It signals that an individual has reached
one’s limits and needs rest or other forms of self-care.
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Second, Jesus’ gospel compels the practice of preemptive physical self-care as an
essential response to burnout. Sleep, Sabbath, rest, and physical exercise are four
practices of physical self-care, here called Unspiritual Disciplines. These practices are
proposed as a primary response to the stresses of life and church leadership that often
lead to burnout. As mentioned above, this name is an intentional contrast with typical
spiritual disciplines—such as prayer, solitude, Bible reading—usually (and rightfully)
prescribed as a response to burnout.28 To practice spiritual disciplines without unspiritual
(physical) disciplines completely ignores the physical basis for such spiritual disciplines
to do their work.
A leader’s physical body is spiritual, essential to living the Spirit-led, Spirit-filled
life. Paul says the physical body is the new temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16-17;
6:19), and to misuse one’s body is to greatly reduce his or her ability to live the Spiritled, Spirit-filled life. Hart supports this interpretation of Paul’s words by claiming,
[Church leaders] like all people are subject to natural laws which operate
according to well-understood psychological principles. When these laws are
abused, certain natural consequences can prevent God’s Spirit from working
effectively through His human agent. My concern is that ignorance of simple
psychological and physiological laws can obstruct the work of the Holy
Spirit.29
This author claims the Rescue Gospel with its devaluation of the physical body fosters
this ignorance of simple psychological and physiological laws, and so is a major
contributor to the burnout epidemic. Jesus’ gospel compels church leaders to take
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seriously these simple psychological and physiological laws because Jesus’ gospel takes
our physical bodies seriously, even spiritually.
Responding to the experience of depression with self-care, however, is solely a
reactive measure. The burnout epidemic begs a preemptive response to stress that
anticipates limitations and needs. Before further consideration of these Unspiritual
Disciplines, this project considers the personal calendar as the tool to provide a
framework to practice these disciplines of self-care preemptively.
Personal Calendar
A personal calendar—the way in which an individual plans one’s daily, weekly,
monthly, and annual schedule—is here proposed as the framework for implementing
these Unspiritual Disciplines. Of course a personal schedule is already a basic component
of life for most church leaders. However, it is typically envisioned as a means of greater
productivity in every moment, a tool to squeeze the most possible activities into every day
and week—a productivity vision of the calendar, driven by the clock. The proposal here
is to use the personal calendar primarily as a tool of self-care so that one may be more
productive as a result—much like an athlete uses a training calendar to prepare for a race.
In his book Sabbath, Dan Allender calls the clock, “the most transformative tool
(turning) humanity from an agrarian view of the rhythm of seasons and calendar to the
power of precise, managed and controlled time.”30 Quoting Lewis Mumford and Julian
Doyle, Allender says, the clock is a tool that became man’s master in fourteenth century
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Europe, where its use to control the length and timing of work hours, “would replace the
sun as the regulator of working hours. But unlike the sun, the clocks would be under the
control of the employer.”31 Most modern individuals similarly consider the calendar as
only a tool to enhance productivity, that is, to squeeze more productivity into one’s day.
Personal calendars are here re-envisioned as a tool to practice preemptive selfcare and self-differentiation. In the words of Steven Covey, in his best selling First
Things First, the calendar is a means “not to prioritize your schedule, but to schedule
priorities.” Covey compares the calendar to a container and priorities as the big rocks of
life that will not fit into the container (schedule) unless placed there first.32 This author
proposes that leaders consider preemptive self-care and self-differentiation to be those
priorities, or big rocks, which must be placed in the schedule first if the leader is to
negotiate the stresses of church leadership in a way that does not lead to burnout. For
reasons that will be clear presently, this may be called a self-differentiated vision of the
calendar.
This self-differentiated vision of the personal schedule provides envisions the
calendar as primarily a tool to get the big rocks in first. It is a framework is to: (1) include
big rocks of Unspiritual Disciplines of physical self-care, (2) the big rocks of activities
that reflect self-differentiated goals and values, and (3) to establish strong boundaries so
other big rocks do not crowd in uninvited, displacing self-care and self-differentiation.
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First, a personal calendar provides a framework to include the big rocks of
Unspiritual Disciplines of physical self-care, just as an athlete uses a training schedule to
prepare for a race or competition. Athletes plan their training for a race or event with both
adequate preparation and personal limitations in mind. A key aspect of this plan also is to
anticipate the need for rest and recovery. They do not react to the need for rest, or ignore
physical limitations, attempting to squeeze maximum mileage into every day or week.
They plan preemptively. An example from the author’s life illustrates well.
This past fall this author agreed to do the annual STP cycling event in 2014—a
two-day, 202-mile bicycle ride from Seattle to Portland—in one day.33 It will take a wellplanned training schedule. Beginning in December (after this project is complete), that
training schedule includes three to four weekly rides of gradually increasing distance,
regularly scheduled rest days to recover from longer rides, eight or more hours of sleep
daily, good eating habits (less weight to drag up the hills), participation in smaller
organized rides every month, building to a two or three century rides.34 The training
schedule reflects the use of the calendar proposed here in two ways. First, both training
and rest are anticipated and scheduled preemptively, not reactively, based on
understanding the needs for both. Second, all these habits are scheduled in advance, or,
like any big rocks, they would never get in the schedule at all.
This chapter proposes a similar approach to a church leaders’ schedule as part of
an effective response to burnout. This approach to a personal calendar is a practical
application of Paul’s command to buffet our bodies so one is able to win the big races
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and events of leadership and life (1 Cor. 9:23-27). Burned out church leaders are like an
athlete who runs a race with no training or self-care, surprised when they are injured or
unable to finish, let alone win. From this perspective a personal calendar is a means of
acknowledging personal limitations, anticipating the need for self-care (rest, recovery,
and even time to heal from injury or overstress), and building physical self-care into
one’s regular schedule so that one can win the race of church leadership. These
Unspiritual Disciplines are thus the means to overcome the stresses of church leadership
without experiencing burnout, not to deny, avoid, or eliminate those stresses.
Second, a personal calendar provides a tool to maintain a self-differentiated
presence in daily life and leadership; to invest time in what matters most, activities that
reflect the big rocks of one’s deepest goals and values (one’s races and events). Healthy
self-differentiation extends big rocks beyond church responsibilities to include the races
and events of the leader’s marriage, family, friendships, and personal life. In this way, the
personal calendar envisioned is an expression of self-differentiation.
Finally, a personal calendar is here envisioned as a tool to establish strong
boundaries and keep unwanted big rocks out, another expression of self-differentiation.
As described in Chapter 2, church leadership is a vocation exceptional in its inherent lack
of boundaries, particularly in work schedule, definitions of success, care for others, and
care for self. A strong personal calendar establishes clear boundaries for one’s work
schedule. It allows the leader to take well-defined positions with a personal calendar. It
keeps the pursuit of success within boundaries instead of falling to unlimited busyness or
availability. It places limits on the care one gives to others, in both time allotted and
number of people cared for at one time.
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Andy Stanley provided a striking example of such self-differentiated work
schedule boundaries in his unpublished presentation at Willow Creek’s Leadership
Summit in 2002, “The Best Decision I Ever Made in Ministry.” That decision was to
limit his workweek—beginning Sunday morning and going through Friday—to 45 hours
per week without exception. The author’s father-in-law, Joe Davis, verified this practice.
Davis is an executive with the largest Christian Radio network in America, a potentially
important partnership for such a pastor. A Friday lunch appointment with Andy was
canceled Thursday night, “because Andy had no more time left in his work week.”35 The
need for self-care outweighed even a meeting potentially critical to Stanley’s growing
success. Every church leader would benefit from such clear boundaries in his or her
schedule.
This author proposes weekly, monthly, quarterly and annual planning times to
implement and maintain a personal calendar. This perspective suggests the daily, weekly,
monthly, and seasonal rhythms of life be used to accomplish these goals preemptively,
much like an athlete uses a training schedule. Steven Covey provides an excellent
weekly, monthly and annual self-planning process in his book, First Things First.36
Having established the place of the personal calendar as a framework, this project now
turns to the Unspiritual Disciplines mentioned above, the big rocks of self-care essential
to an effective response to burnout; sleep, Sabbath, rest and exercise.
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Sleep, Sabbath, Rest, Exercise
Scheduling time for adequate sleep on a daily basis is the first Unspiritual
Discipline, the first big rock of self-care. Numerous studies have established that the
average human being sleeps between seven and ten hours per night when allowed to sleep
without interruption or pressure to wake up.37 In his book The Good and Beautiful God,
James Bryan Smith interprets the theological significance of these sleep studies saying,
“God designed humanity to spend nearly one-third of their lives sleeping. We must begin
with caring for our bodies, which apparently require seven to eight hours of sleep each
night.”38 Likewise, Hart calls sleep a, “God-given gift…the best antidote for stress…and
anxiety, [enhancing] our natural tranquilizers and [reversing] the effects of the damage
we do to ourselves through overstress.”39 Sleep is the foundational practice of self-care,
and an act of faith. Church leaders act out of faith in God’s design when they choose to
break this cycle of sleep deprivation and get more sleep. This project proposes every
leader schedule an average of eight to ten hours of sleep nightly as an expression of
adequate self-care, based on a gospel that values the physical body. Establishing the habit
of getting adequate sleep will take a commitment to specific, practical steps.
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In his book, Coping with Depression in the Ministry and Other Helping
Professions, Hart suggests practical steps for learning how to meet one’s needs for
sleep.40 Hart suggests three steps to adequate sleep: admit one needs seven to ten hours of
sleep every night, determine the amount of sleep needed personally, and schedule that
amount of sleep daily. Leaders will fight battles on many fronts in the attempt to get
enough sleep. Technology provides a clear challenge in a society that does not shut down
when the sun goes down.41 The self-perpetuating cycle of stress is another. As discussed
above, when stress goes up, adrenaline and cortisol levels go up, and serotonin—which is
critical in achieving good sleep—is depleted. Less sleep leads to greater stress leads and
further reduced serotonin levels, reduced ability to sleep, and thus less ability to deal with
stress and anxiety—which leads to less sleep.42 Regardless, sleep is the first big rock of
self-care in a regular schedule designed to respond to burnout.
Sabbath is the second Unspiritual Discipline, the second big rock of self-care in a
leader’s personal schedule. God created the Sabbath Day to give fundamental shape to
our lives, dedicating one day out of every seven to rest as the basic rhythm of life (Gen.
2:2-3). God confirmed this perspective when He included Sabbath-keeping as one of the
Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:8-11; Lev. 23:3; Deut. 5:12-15). Jesus confirms the
Sabbath as God’s gift to human beings, not as a rule. He says we ignore Sabbath-keeping
at our own peril, saying, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath”
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(Mark 2:27). Even so, Sabbath is largely considered optional or obsolete by most twentyfirst century Christians, particularly church leaders. No church leader would boast about
the lies, adulterous relationships, or murders from the past week, but church leaders
regularly brag, “I haven’t had a day off in weeks.”43 The burnout epidemic is evidence:
one destroys oneself when one fails to keep a weekly Sabbath day.
The suggestion for leaders here is simple, but not easy: schedule a weekly 24-hour
period away from any church leadership engagement, as well as any other necessary
work, just as God did. It is beyond the scope of this project to define the specific focus
and practices one may use in Sabbath-keeping. Allender’s Sabbath is one of many
resources providing a description of both the content and practices of a weekly Sabbath.
Individuals do, however, need more than one period of rest each week. As described
above, bodies need regular rest to recover from times of adrenaline use.
Regular rest is the third Unspiritual Discipline, the third big rock of self-care. Rest
refers to scheduled times to intentionally abstain from the effort involved in achieving
specific necessary goals, in order to engage in practices that allow the body to recover
and replenish its reserves. While it must be acknowledged the connection between rest
and burnout recovery is primarily anecdotal,44 the connection between rest and recovery
from the physical processes that can lead to burnout is clear.45

43

Allender, 6.

44

Chandler.

45

Hart, Coping with Depression, Chapter 12.

174
This project follows Harts recommendation to scheduled rest: “hourly, daily and
weekly.”46 Archibald Harts suggests that church leaders plan to relax for five minutes
every hour, suggesting techniques that slow adrenaline and allow the body to return to
normal operation. This practice of hourly relaxation is impossible unless the day is
planned with margin,47 space between appointments and tasks. Hart also insists on the
need for a longer daily time for relaxation in our daily schedules of at least a half hour.
This could be a decompression activity between work and home such as a physical
workout,48 a time to practice the above techniques before sleeping, or simply time to
engage in any relaxing activity. In the same way, Dan Brenner proposes every leader plan
two to four little Sabbaths in their weekly schedule.49 These little Sabbaths are two to
four hour blocks of time scheduled into the weekly calendar for rest and recreation.
Recreation is a key component of rest. Every leader must identify activities that
recreate them—hiking, reading, taking walks, hobbies, or any activity that brings
pleasure and rest—and schedule them into their calendars in two or four-hour blocks (or
longer) when they plan their week. This author’s preferred forms of recreation are skiing,
cycling, camping and hiking. For this author, these recreational practices both take focus
off work, and also accomplish the next Unspiritual Discipline, physical exercise.
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Physical exercise is the fourth Unspiritual Discipline, the fourth big rock of selfcare in a leader’s personal schedule. The value of physical exercise in dealing with
cortisol and attaining healthy sleep patterns has already been discussed in this chapter.
Recent studies support the link between a physical exercise program and reduction of
burnout-related symptoms. Participants in a recent three-month exercise program
consisting of aerobic exercise two to three times a week experienced reduced feelings of
emotional exhaustion and depersonalization, a significant reduction of depressive
symptoms and perceived stress. This study concluded that a single forty-minute period of
exercise could have an immediate effect on mood.50 While noting the effects of physical
exercise may be limited in “later stages of burnout,” this study concludes “exercise
reduces perceived stress among participants suffering from burnout, and prevents them
from developing a deeper [form of] depression.”51 Physical activity helps the body break
down cortisol52 as well as dealing the secondary issue prevalent among church leaders,
diet and weight.53 One expert who has treated more than 300 burnout victims insists,
“One of the greatest pillars…in preventing burnout is…a consistent physical fitness
program.”54
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For this reason, this author proposes that every leader develop a personal exercise
program, and schedule some sort of aerobic exercise at least three times per week in
keeping with the individual’s level of personal fitness, ability, and desire. This may be a
visit to the gym, an extended vigorous walk, or any other aerobic exercise. Cordeiro
offers reasonable advice for those intimidated by the thought of starting an exercise
program: start small, break it up into smaller segments, do what you enjoy, do it with
others, and do it every day.55 Even scheduling physical activity such as home repairs, car
maintenance, gardening or other housework is a healthy break from the characteristically
sedentary lifestyle of the typical church leader.

Conclusion
Burnout is an experience of emotional exhaustion with physical roots. A gospel
that marginalizes or ignores bodily resurrection and physical restoration of creation
produces leaders who deny their physical limitations and need for self-care. The typical
church leadership environment steepens the path to burnout by demonizing depression
denying the need for physical self-care, thus encouraging the Glittering Image and
inviting burnout. The emotional exhaustion of burnout is often the long-term result of
ignoring depression and the rest it demands.
In contrast, Jesus’ gospel takes our physical bodies seriously, even spiritually.
Because bodily resurrection of human beings and physical restoration of creation are
central to Jesus’ gospel, it compels leaders to acknowledge limitations and practice self-
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care. These insights are critical because church leaders will burnout unless they do
acknowledge their physical limitations can anticipate their needs self-care. The unique
stress to maintain a Glittering Image in church leadership, combined and the inherent lack
of boundaries in people-helping professions, demand more care be taken to intentionally
acknowledge limitations and practice self-care. A gospel that takes the leader’s physical
body seriously—even spiritually—directs the leader to practices of self-care that have
been proven empirically to correlate with an effective response to burnout. While this
does not constitute proof that these practices of self-care will effectively address the
burnout epidemic, in this author’s opinion, self-care enables the leader to come out from
behind the Glittering Image with the strength needed to thrive in the midst of the stresses
that lead to burnout. Such a gospel teaches leaders to respond to depression with rest and
to use the personal calendar to preemptively schedule practices of self-care such as sleep,
Sabbath Days, rest, and physical exercise. These practices are empirically proven means
to regulate and sustain the whole person. Self-differentiation is key to this perspective.
The ultimate purpose of self-care is to overcome the stresses of church leadership,
not to avoid, deny, or eliminate those stresses. This implies that self-differentiation and
healthy self-care are inseparable. Without physical self-care, self-differentiation is
untenable. The activities in which a leader must excel to carryout one’s life mission
demand the best from the leader. Well-differentiated individuals acknowledge limits and
practice personal self-care in order to carry out their call. Without self-differentiation, on
the other hand, self-care is narcissism. The calendar is here considered an expression of
self-differentiation, a means of taking a well-defined stance in life and leadership. This
approach to the personal calendar simply reflects Paul’s command to buffet one’s body to

178
overcome the stresses that lead to burnout—to become the athlete (church leader) who
can compete in and win the race of church leadership (2 Cor. 9:23-27). The motivation
for self-care is to train oneself to pursue one’s God-designed life-purpose in the face of
the normal stresses of church leadership with strength, endurance, and joy.
The way in which leaders care for their bodies and use their schedule carries great
weight in a response to the burnout epidemic, particularly in terms of the message
communicated to the people in a leader’s church. The denial of physical limitations and
need for self-care is a denial of the Gospel Grand Narrative. It misrepresents God’s stated
attitude toward this physical world in general, and the human body specifically. Physical
self-care is nothing less than preaching the gospel with our bodies and modeling the life
the Gospel Grand Narrative shapes. It is a means of loving other people with our bodies.
This project now turns to an additional consideration demanded by the gospel in
response to the burnout epidemic. Having considered a key source of the emotional
exhaustion, its physical roots, the next chapter considers the relational fruit of burnout
and the responses to burnout suggested by a gospel with a community of Jubilee as its
ultimate goal.

CHAPTER 10
PEER GROUP
Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves. A cord of three
strands is not quickly broken (Eccl. 4:12).
Where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them
(Matt. 18:20).
Introduction
Part 1 introduced the burnout epidemic among Western evangelical church
leaders as well as suggesting the gospel accepted by many Western church leaders may
be inadequate, suggesting a connection between the two. Part 2 proposed four theological
and hermeneutical preparations church leaders might employ to recover from or avoid
burnout on church leadership journey. These preparations use Jesus’ gospel, shaped by
the story of Israel, as a grand narrative. Part 3 proposes three practices for the journey—
self-differentiation, self-care, and a peer group—corresponding to the leader’s emotional,
physical, and relational needs.
Chapter 8 explored the emotional experience of burnout, proposing the practice of
self-differentiation as a response to burnout, based on a gospel that has restoration into
the image of God as its goal for human beings. Chapter 9 explored the physical roots of
burnout, proposing the practice of physical self-care as a response to burnout, based on a
gospel with bodily resurrection and the physical restoration of creation as its centerpiece.
Chapter 10 explores the relational fruit of burnout, proposing a weekly meeting
with a peer group as a fundamental relational response to burnout. This chapter first
considers how the individualism of the Rescue Gospel—particularly its goal of personal
salvation for heaven when I die—steepens the path to burnout in church leadership by
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escalating isolation among church leaders. The chapter then proposes the practice of a
weekly peer group where one can share genuine feelings and receive honest feedback as a
response to the burnout epidemic, based on the goal of Jesus’ gospel; individual salvation
into a community of Jubilee.
Jubilee
The Rescue Gospel is characterized by individualism. Its defining goal is personal
salvation—forgiveness now and heaven when I die—to the exclusion of community. This
individualism is rooted in the Protestant Reformation, which insisted salvation entails an
individual response to the gospel and not merely membership in the institutional church.
This necessary correction has grown from one aspect of the gospel, the necessity of
personal response, to the defining trait of the Rescue Gospel. As N. T. Wright says, “In
the last two hundred years Western thought has overemphasized the individual at the
expense of the larger picture of God’s creation, making individual humans the point of it
all and not part of a bigger process.”1 The Rescue Gospel makes personal salvation the
point of it all as opposed to seeing personal salvation part of the bigger process to
establish a community that can participate in the restoration of all things.
The Rescue Gospel uses the image of the Exodus primarily, if not exclusively, to
describe the personal salvation it promises. As Christopher Wright, Old Testament
scholar and former principal of All Nations College, summarizes,
Just as in the exodus, God delivered the Israelites from slavery to Egypt,
through the cross of Christ, God delivered us from slavery to sin. Just as God
sent Moses with the good news God was going to save the Israelites from
1
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slavery to Pharaoh, God sends us with the good news of how [individual]
people are saved from sin.2
While, according to Wright, this approach accurately reflects the New Testament use of
the Exodus to describe Jesus’ death on the cross,3 it ignores the fact Scripture uses the
language of both Exodus and Jubilee to describe the gospel. Wright calls this a
spiritualizing approach to the Exodus, applying the God’s work in the Exodus solely to
the individual’s spiritual state.4
Among the several problems Wright identifies with this approach, it “airbrushes
the sociological and political dimensions of the original historical event.” This
spiritualized Exodus compels one to believe God no longer cares about justice and peace
in society, contrary to picture of God painted by “the whole narrative of God’s actions in
Old Testament times.” Rather than exchanging a social message for a spiritual one,
Wright argues, in Christ this gospel message “extends the Old Testament teaching to the
deepest understanding of and the most radical and final answer to the spiritual dimension
of our human predicament.”5 Wright concludes the Rescue Gospel does not paint an
accurate picture of Jesus’ gospel in its entirety because it focuses on the New Testament
use of the Exodus event to describe Jesus’ death on the cross to the exclusion of the New
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Testament use of the Jubilee vision used to describe Jesus’ overall mission. The
spiritualized exodus approach focuses on the individual to the exclusion of community.
According to Christopher Wright, Exodus is God’s picture of redemption, and
Jubilee is God’s picture of restoration.6 Exodus describes how God characteristically
frees his people from slavery, but Jubilee describes the vision of the community God
frees them to become. McKnight says Jubilee is the vision of a community of restored
relationships with God, self, others, and land—the very relationships destroyed when
Adam and Eve disobeyed in the garden.7
To be [the image of God] means to be in union with God, in communion with
others, and to participate with God in his ruling—one designed to love God,
self, and others and to represent God by participating in God’s rule in this
world.8
Jubilee describes God’s ultimate vision of a community of people renewed into the image
of God so they can rule a restored physical creation.
Jubilee is the economic and political vision of what the community of those God
saved in the by Exodus were to become. Four economic regulations characterized
celebration of Jubilee: (1) all slaves were freed, (2) all debts were cancelled, (3) all land
lied fallow for the year, and (4) all land returned to original owners (Exod. 21:2-6; 23:1012; Lev. 25; Deut 15:1-18; 31:9-13).9 Thus Jubilee described a community where there
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are no slaves, no debt, and where everyone has the economic opportunity and resources
to live a productive and fulfilling life in that community.10
After the exile, Jubilee also came to represent the political realization of the
kingdom. McKnight says the exiles expanded forgiveness of personal debt to include
national forgiveness because Israel’s sin against God was the cause of the exile (Jer. 34:8,
15, 17; Ezek. 46:17; and Isa. 42; 58; and 61).11 In Jesus’ time, Israel still placed their
hope in Jubilee. They still considered themselves to be in exile because of the Roman
occupation. “The people had come back from exile, but they were not yet free in their
own land.”12 God’s promises to Abraham stood unfulfilled. Jubilee, therefore, describes
the community Israel still waited to become when Jesus arrived.
Jubilee was a theme throughout Jesus’ life because he came to fulfill this still
anticipated vision of Jubilee, not merely rescue individuals from personal sin. To this
point, many see Jubilee as a primary theme in Luke’s Gospel. In The Dictionary of Jesus
and the Gospels, R. B. Sloan says Luke establishes this Jubilee theme with the prayers of
Mary and Zechariah, and the preaching of John the Baptist, all of which proclaim Jesus
as coming to establish a kingdom that fulfills the vision of Jubilee (Luke 1:46-55; 67-79;
3:1-18).13 Jubilee is the theme when Jesus announced the Good News of the Kingdom in
Luke 4:18-21 (quoted in Chapter 3). Likewise, Luke’s beatitudes use Isaiah’s economic
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and political language to describe a society after the pattern of Jubilee (Luke 6:20-25).14
Luke continues theme of Jubilee in Acts. The statement in Acts 4:34, “There were no
needy persons among them,” intentionally reflects Moses’ description of Jubilee in Israel,
“there should be no poor among you (Deut. 15:1).” In Acts, Jubilee is the topic both
when Jesus’ followers ask if he would now restore the kingdom, and when Peter
describes the ultimate aim of Jesus’ gospel as the restoration of all things (1:6; 3:21).
Jesus’ gospel is the realization of both Exodus and Jubilee, a community of freed
slaves (to Egypt or to the bondage of sin) founded on restored relationships with God,
self and others, ruling a restored creation as co-rulers with Jesus. Personal salvation is
part of this gospel, not all of it. As Frank Green aptly summarizes, “The gospel is
individual in a corporate sense.”15 People are individually saved to participate in a
community together, a community Scripture describes as Jubilee. A gospel of Exodus
without Jubilee is a gospel of individual salvation to the exclusion of community,
isolating leaders on the path to burnout.
Isolation
The Rescue Gospel paves the road to burnout by isolating leaders because it is
based on individualism, with an ultimate goal of personal salvation (Exodus), to the
exclusion community (Jubilee). Pastors tend to be isolated in normal circumstances.16 As
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argued in Chapter 8, the local church shaped by the Rescue Gospel compels the leader to
hide behind a Glittering Image. The Rescue Gospel contributes to this tendency. Isolation
decreases the opportunity that anyone will see the reality behind the façade. This
Glittering Image includes the denial of limitations and need for self-care described in
Chapter 9. This isolation only grows on the path to burnout.
As described in Chapter 2, on the path to burnout the leader begins to see
everyone as a critic who cannot be pleased or a problem that cannot be solved. So the
leader actively “withdraws into self as a result of job stress.”17 The leader’s isolation
grows as the leader increasingly hides behind a progressively unstable Glittering Image.
The emotional, physical, social (or relational), and spiritual symptoms of burnout mark a
predictable path to burnout marked by an escalating “estrangement from self, others and
God.”18 In other words, the ability to mind the gap between the Glittering Image and the
reality behind is feasible with fewer and fewer people. As “negative self-evaluation”
grows,19 the leader alienates more people, and experiences diminishing energy to mind
the gap. The leader eventually reaches the emotional exhaustion of burnout. Isolation
only increases burnout’s momentum by cutting the leader off from the personal
relationships that could help them see and accept their own limitations.20 Many leaders
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are so isolated when the façade is stripped away they cannot imagine a life not lived in
isolation.
In his book Leading on Empty, Wayne Cordeiro is an unsuspecting example of
such isolation in describing his own recovery from burnout. He says his yellow pads were
his closest advisors, “the ones who would listen long enough for me to confront my own
fears and answer my own questions.”21 Throughout his book, Cordeiro emphasizes the
importance of relationships in theory, but not in practice. He mentions accountability, but
never mentions to whom.22 He does not mention a spiritual director, counselor, peer
group or even trusted friend in describing his recovery or in his practical advice. His
silence on these subjects carries a powerful implied message: The path to recovery is
paved with self-help principles of leadership skills and personal disciplines learned in
isolation. The Rescue Gospel and its Enlightenment view of life provide no other options.
The Glittering Image demands the leader solve the problem of burnout in a self-imposed
isolation of which the leader is largely unaware. This author places blame on the Rescue
Gospel and its vision of personal salvation driven by individualism.
While individualism of the Rescue Gospel isolates leaders, the Jubilee vision of
Jesus’ gospel invites them into community. If the ultimate goal of the gospel is restored
relationships, it will begin by restoring relationships now rather than fostering isolation
with individualism. While a gospel of Exodus without Jubilee isolates leaders, a gospel of
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Exodus and Jubilee invites a leader into meaningful relationships, particularly with peers,
the single most effective response to the burnout epidemic.23
Weekly Peer Group
Multiple studies have found a key element in avoiding burnout is participation in
a peer group where the leader feels safe to share genuine feelings and experiences honest
feedback. This is particularly true for those in the people-helping professions. Social
support systems, whether comprised of professional peers or not, have proved an
effective response to the stresses that cause burnout in studies of teachers, nurses, other
health-care workers, police officers, pastors and church leaders.24 Work-related social
support has had an even more significant effect on lowering scores on the Maslach
Burnout Inventory. Such support also lowers the reported experience of emotional
exhaustion. Likewise, Pastoral literature links burnout in church leadership to a lack of a
pastoral support system.25
A high percentage of church leaders, however, do not participate in any kind of
peer or social support group. Various factors contribute to this. Most churches already
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have inadequate support structures for their leaders, whether personal and organizational.
Pastors do not typically seek peer support on their own. Only 55 percent of pastors
indicate they participate in a small group that provides support and holds them
accountable.26 Why do so many church leaders seek the support of others, even after they
experience burnout?
Elements of Peer Support
The peer groups typically used in these studies can be characterized as a regular
gatherings that help the professional, “(1) feel less isolated, (2) receive positive feedback
and constructive criticism in a non-threatening environment, (3) offer productive
encouragement, and (4) participate in communal and creative problem solving process.”27
They provide a safe environment for a leader to share genuine feelings and experience
honest feedback. My own weekly small group of pastors—which unintentionally fit these
criteria—was the turning point in my own journey. I was, however, very cautious about
what feelings I shared and the feedback I would receive until after I resigned. It took the
pain and hopelessness of burnout—walking away from the job I had worked my entire
life to have—to learn to honestly share and listen. This was a key step toward recognizing
my own burnout and accepting I was not alone in my experience. As statistics suggest, I
found the burnout epidemic was rampant among the friends in my group as well. The
ability to share feelings about our experiences of burnout and receive honest feedback in
a group of peers was the turning point for me.
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The following elements now seem essential after almost a decade in this group.
First, an effective peer group is both regular and informal. Our group meets every week,
but the informal nature of the group is expressed in at least three ways; there is no
curriculum, no agenda, and no attendance requirement. Second, an effective peer group
involves a commitment that goes beyond one’s professional success as a preacher, church
leader, or even a Christian. In fact those professional concerns take a backseat (maybe the
trunk) to how one is doing as a person. Because group is committed beyond one’s church
success, the feedback is not biased. It is not simply an attempt to get the leader back on
the church leadership rails because no one in the group has a personal stake any
individual’s church succeeding. We are committed to the individual before the
organization. Third, our peer group is a place group members can learn specific skills to
manage both personal and professional lives on an informal and conversational basis,
and always secondary to personal care and support. Fourth, an effective weekly peer
group is defined by common commitments such as active participation and honest
discussion in the group and a quarterly study break. These study breaks include extended
“down time” and time for conversations. This author believes other common
commitments such as daily prayers and Bible reading, reading common books, and
fasting could be profitable. However, none of the previous characteristics matter without
the presence of the right kind of person in the group, an unmasked leader or True Elder.
An unmasked leader is this author’s description of a leader who has gone through
the experience of the Glittering Image being removed, usually through a painful church
leadership exit. My own group calls it having a local church boot print on your backside.
The type of leader here envisioned has gone to the Wilderness and, most importantly,
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made a conscious choice to return and help other leaders at previous stages of the journey
with their experience and perspective. Richard Rohr calls such leaders Holy Fools who
are committed to leading others as True Elders.
True Elders
This paper concludes with a charge to church leaders to become True Elders.
Richard Rohr, in his book Falling Upward: a Spirituality for the Two Halves of Life,
describes this type of leader in lamenting the lack of elders in modern society.
Mature societies were meant to be led by elders. Without them the blind lead
the blind. Those who are not true leaders or elders will just affirm people at
their own immature level, and of course immature people will love them and
elect them for being equally immature. Remember, there is a symbiosis
between immature groups and immature leaders...28
True Elders are leaders who have been through the Wilderness, and beyond, and turn
back to help others on the same journey. The Western evangelical church is largely bereft
of True Elders. Younger leaders at earlier stages of the journey typically lead our largest
churches. As the burnout epidemic indicates, potential elders burnout and often do not
recover or return to the church from the crisis and the Wilderness that could shape them
into True Elders. The Rescue Gospel sends them into the Wilderness, often burnout,
without the preparation or resources to come out whole. This True Elder vision is a
challenge to do more than survive or even thrive amidst the pressures of church
leadership. It is a vision for church leaders to thrive and turn back to guide those in
earlier stages on the journey of church leadership and life.
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Rohr says there are three possible outcomes for the journey of church leadership,
and of life, particularly with reference to the Wilderness.29 One’s response to the pain and
fear of the crisis of limitations and the Wilderness determines how and if one emerges.
One must face one’s limits, feel the pain, and accept those wounds as friends and
teachers—all steps Jesus’ gospel encourages. Old Fools deny their limitations and
suffering. They journey on as if life is working and their resources are sufficient, never
learning from or acknowledging the pain and fear of the crisis and the Wilderness. The
Bitter Fool30 faces his limits and feels the pain, but never learns from them. He is defined
by his wounds, grows cynical and bitter, always looking for someone to blame. The Holy
Fool faces his limits, feels the pain and accepts them as friends and teachers.31 Only Holy
Fools can be True Elders.
Rohr calls on these Holy Fools to turn back and serve as guides to other leaders at
earlier stages of the same journey. In the language of this project, Holy Fools have
allowed the gospel controlling narrative shaped by the story of Israel—Call, Exodus,
Wilderness, Kingdom, and Exile—to form their identity and their purpose in life. The
Holy Fool has emerged from the Wilderness with clear self-differentiation, accepting
personal limitations with the practice of self-care, and participating in a peer group. It is
accurate to call these Holy Fools gospel trail guides. They guide others to cooperate with
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the Gospel Grand Narrative, sharing the knowledge and skills gained as that narrative
unfolded in the lives of those they guide.
These True Elders turn back and guide others on every stage of the journey, not
only those experiencing the crisis and the Wilderness. Rohr says to operate as a True
Elder in the second half of life, one must develop the ability to transcend and include the
first half of the journey.32 On one hand you can only understand earlier stages of the
journey from the perspective of later stages, once the earlier stage has been transcended.
On the other hand, you must allow others to experience their current stage in the journey,
including them and giving validity to their experiences, even though the outcome of their
current stage can already be anticipated. True Elders must walk alongside others on their
personal journey, resisting the temptation to offer shortcuts that avoid the pain and fear,
knowing that taking those shortcuts may also exclude the necessary, gospel-shaped
formation in the lives of those they guide.
This means True Elders cannot inflict disciplines or perspectives from the
Wilderness or beyond on people in earlier stages of the journey. Every stage of the
journey is different, calling for different spiritual disciplines, decisions, and definitions of
success. For those experiencing their call, the challenge may be to help identify that call
and develop clear self-differentiation. For those in Egypt, the challenge is to allow them
to carry out their call in their own strength, knowing it will crash down when they
encounter their own Exodus and Red Sea. True Elders help others prepare for the
Wilderness as an inevitable and essential stage of life’s journey. They share the Gospel
Grand Narrative shaped by the story of Israel, train others in Narrative Convergence,
32
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praying the Psalms, and especially how to develop a conversational friendship with Jesus
as a personal guide on their own gospel journey. But True Elders allow others to walk
through the pain of the Crisis and the Wilderness and walk with them. They do not try to
spare them the experience of taking the journey personally.

Conclusion
In this chapter a weekly peer group was presented as a response to burnout, based
on a gospel with a community of Jubilee as its ultimate goal. Ultimately a leader takes the
journey of the Gospel Grand Narrative for the sake of others, just as Jesus did. The
emotional exhaustion, loss of hope, and the accompanying pain of burnout may be the
initial motivation for embracing the grand narrative of Jesus’ gospel, but the hope and
purpose it creates are commodities a leader can and must share. This was Jesus’ example.
That is the ultimate goal of this project expressed in the vision for True Elders, and a
weekly peer group is the most effective place for True Elders to operate.
In the end, relationships may be the most powerful response to the burnout
epidemic. A gospel that treats restored relationships as central directs church leaders to
cultivate relational practices such as a weekly peer group. Both academic studies on the
effects of isolation on burnout, as well as a gospel focused on Exodus and Jubilee—
individual salvation for the creation of community—encourage leaders to form such
relationships. While these do not prove that relationships will help leaders avoid or
recover from burnout, the connection is strong. The practices proposed in this project—
Narrative Convergence, Praying the Psalms, Cultivating a personal friendship with Jesus,
self-differentiation, self-care, and a peer group—shape the leader. These practices are
more effective when pursued in healthy relationships. This author hopes the combination
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of practices in relationships may shape church leaders who can overcome the normal
stresses of church leadership and lead in a way that does not destroy their ability or
willingness to continue leading churches. And only relationships will matter forever. The
Apostle Paul reflects this perspective in what may be his first letter preserved in the
cannon of Scripture,
After all, what gives us hope and joy, and what is our proud reward and
crown? It is you! Yes, you will bring us much joy as we stand together before
our Lord Jesus when he comes back again. For you are our pride and joy (1
Thess. 2:19-20, NLT).

CHAPTER 11
CONCLUSION
“Hook me up a new (r)evolution; cause this one is a lie.”1
“I know that men in exile feed on hopes.”2

Practical Application
The purpose of this thesis was to study burnout among Western church leaders,
and its relationship to the version of the gospel currently prevalent in Western churches,
in order to discover more effective responses to that burnout epidemic. The desired
outcome was to identify specific perspectives and practices church leaders can implement
to overcome the stresses of church leadership and avoid or recover from burnout.
Ironically, a science fiction novel provided the clearest statement of our purpose, “We
must do all we can do without destroying our ability to keep doing it.”3 Or, as stated in
the previous chapter, the aim of this project is to shape church leaders who can overcome
the normal stresses of church leadership and lead in a way that does not destroy their
ability or willingness to continue leading churches.
It is imperative to expose church leaders to the burnout epidemic, and the modern
versions of the Enlightenment grand narrative that gave birth to the epidemic. Many are
not aware of its reality or proportions. However, acknowledging the idea of a ministry
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burnout epidemic may be a necessary intermediary step towards recognizing and
admitting the symptoms of burnout in the leader’s own life. As stated in this project, this
may not be possible until the leader reaches an intolerable level of emotional exhaustion,
loss of hope, and personal pain. For this reason, the greatest reception may occur among
leaders only beginning a career in vocational ministry and those well down the road to
burnout. The former do not have much invested in a career in church leadership. The
latter may be experiencing a level of pain that makes risking their investment worthwhile.
This thesis offers a response to the normal stresses of church leadership and the
experience of burnout foundationally different from most popular responses to burnout.
These responses tend to be built on the same Enlightenment grand narratives that have
led to the epidemic. This thesis offers the Gospel Grand Narrative shaped by the story of
Israel as the foundation response to the burnout epidemic. This narrative provides the
theological and hermeneutical foundation for the six practices suggested in this project:
Narrative Convergence, Praying the Psalms, Cultivating a Conversational Friendship
with Jesus, Self-differentiation, Self-care, and a peer group. This response is theological
because it is built on the pattern of God’s redemptive and restorative dealings with his
people, individually and corporately. This response is hermeneutical in that it shapes how
individuals interpret both Scripture and the events of their own lives in light of Scripture.
Two important benefits result from grounding a response to burnout in narrative,
rather than proposition. First, this response opens the leader to the power of narrative to
shape one’s identity, particularly the power of the narrative behind all narratives, the
Gospel Grand Narrative. Second, a narrative response more accurately reflects the
narrative authority of Scripture, the authority which God uses to shape individuals, and
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communities who stand for His desires and purposes in their daily lives. This author
believes one of those purposes is to develop True Elders who turn back to guide others on
the gospel journey they have seen unfold in their own lives.
While many will question the assessment of the Rescue Gospel, or the narrative
authority of Scripture here proposed, these proposals stand on the witness and authority
of Scripture as detailed in this project. To recognize long held interpretations and
foundational assumptions about the gospel and the church as incomplete or misguided
may cause both anxiety and disequilibrium. But it would not be the first time a majority
had to face their own flat earth thinking.4 Possibly the sun is the center of the solar
system. The evidence is in the epidemic, Scripture, and the current state of the Western
local church. Discussion of this idea continues below.
Cohorts
The long-term goal of this thesis is to start multiple cohorts of church leaders
implementing these principles and practices in their own lives in a small group setting.
The desired result is to develop True Elders both leading the church out of selfdifferentiation, and investing the lives of individual church leaders. The framework for
these cohorts will be a curriculum designed to guide a cohort of three to twelve leaders
through twelve monthly small group meetings. These meetings are aimed at covering the
content of this thesis and implement the six practices over the course of a one-year. These
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cohorts are not the peer groups described in Chapter 10, but such peer groups are the
desired outcome of these cohorts. The goal of these cohorts is three-fold:
1. to expose cohort members to the reality of the burnout epidemic
2. to introduce the Gospel Grand Narrative and the hijacked church
3. to implement the six practices built on the Gospel Grand Narrative
The first step is to draw attention to the epidemic and the general approach of this
project. In order to draw such attention, this author intends to, (1) develop popular
versions of this material for use in speaking engagements with congregations, gathering
of church leaders, and church governing boards; (2) develop an undergraduate or postgraduate university curriculum based on this material for ministry students, (3) develop a
Wordpress platform as a front door to attract interested leaders, disseminate information
in blogs and links, and start conversations online;5 and (4) to cultivate relationships with
denominational leaders and Senior Pastors in hopes of starting one or two pilot cohorts.
The second step is to launch one or two pilot cohorts and use the monthly
meetings to develop the one-year cohort curriculum. This curriculum will include reading
books on a monthly basis in preparation for meetings, a handbook based on material in
this project (developed also in blogs), and specific plans for implementing one of the six
practices every other month. The practices of Part Two will be implemented before the
practices of Part One because the practices of Part Two are more concrete with a greater
chance of immediate results than those of Part One. This order also provides time to
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gently confront the Rescue Gospel, and the familiar vision of the church it engenders,
with Jesus’ gospel as the practices of Chapters 8-10 are discussed and implemented.
The final step is the recognition and installment of True Elders who will start
more cohorts and peer groups. These leaders will be trained in the cohorts. This author
envisions this step as something like the establishment of a monastic order, with common
commitments to specific practices, such as investing in other leaders at earlier stages of
the journey both informally and in small groups. The development of this order will take
place in the author’s own peer group, which may also serve as an informal first cohort.
Other Considerations
Burnout in the 21st Century Church
The Western institutional church is both declining and changing. According to
Matthew Green, Vice President of Communications for Pioneers Global Church Planting
Network, 83,000 people are leaving institutional church in the west every month.6 Dr.
Warren Bullock claims 19 out of 20 Churches in America are stalled or shrinking. Only
one percent of that 1 out of 20 growing churches, Bullock says, is growing from
conversions to the Christian faith.7 According to Dr. Win Arn, eighty churches close per
week in America.8 At one point in this project these statistics caused the author to wonder
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if this thesis addressed an epidemic that was dying out on its own. Will there be many
churches left in which leaders can burnout? In spite of the decreasing number of churches
and church leadership jobs these statistics, they suggest to at least two additional
directions for future study of vocational church leadership burnout.
Burnout in the Twenty First Century Church
First, there will be a decreasing number of traditional full-time church leadership
jobs. Therefore, not only will leaders in those jobs experience the stresses described in
this project, those stresses will increase for two reasons. Due to the declining number of
vocational church leadership jobs, the leader will experience even more pressure toward
codependent relationships to maintain their current employment. Also, because eightyfive percent of churches that remain are in decline, most leaders will be serving churches
that have reached a plateau or in decline. This means most church leaders will lead in a
situation with even greater pressure to turn the church around and increased questioning
of the church leader’s competence. Self-differentiation will be increasingly hard to
maintain in such anxious environments.
Second, as churches decline an increasing number of vocational church leadership
opportunities will be part-time, or even volunteer. That means vocational church leaders
will be responding to a new type of stress: balancing church leadership with other jobs.
While the stress of church leadership may have a lesser hold on the leader because that
job is not the leader’s primary source of income (the leader has other options), the stress
of balancing the two types of employment will only change the burnout recipe in ways
that require further investigation.
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One possible avenue to pursue in response to this changing local church
environment is Narrative Convergence with exile leaders. Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and
Daniel lived in situations that uniquely correspond to church leadership in the twenty-first
century. In many ways current statistics describe a church is in exile.9 Both protestant
churches and Judeo-Christian values have moved from the center to the periphery of
American culture. Many of the symbols of church are being removed or destroyed.
Church leaders no longer have the authority they once enjoyed in the culture or in the
church itself. This author believes convergence with the narratives of these exile leaders
holds great promise for leaders of the church in exile.
Finally, these statistics emphasize one obvious fact: church leaders are not the
only ones damaged by the vision of the local church the Rescue Gospel generates. Often
this outcome is most obvious in the families of burned out church leaders. They have
seen how this Enlightenment vision of the local church has damaged parents and family,
and want no part of it. They need a new vision for local church, and church leadership,
generated by the Gospel Grand Narrative. The same is true of the growing numbers of
Christians no longer attending a local church. This closing section represents a starting
place for that conversation.
The New Evolution
In the end, the difference between the Rescue Gospel and Jesus’ gospel is hope.
Since burnout is characterized by a complete loss of hope, the fuzzy hope of an escape to

9

Michael Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture (Peabody: Hendriksen,
2006), Chapter 1.
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an ill-defined heaven when you die leads to burnout.10 Dallas Willard clarifies the
importance of a concrete hope,
To live strongly…in the kingdom…we need to have firmly fixed in our minds
what our future is to be like. Our future must make sense to us. It must be
something we can now plan or make decisions in terms of, with clarity and
joyful anticipation.11
In 2 Corinthians 5:17, Paul describes such a concrete hope as the change given by the
Gospel Grand Narrative to an individual. ”If anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation.”
What is meant by this new creation? It may be accurate to call it a new evolution.
N. T. Wright claims any path of life that rejects the influence of the gospel does not
merely change one’s eternal destination. It feeds a process of dehumanization, which is to
reflect the image of God less and less:
When human beings give their heartfelt allegiance to and worship that which is
not God, they progressively cease to reflect the image of God. One of the
primary laws of human life is that you become like what you worship. My
suggestion is that it is possible for human beings to continue down this road, so
to refuse all whisperings of good news…that after death they become at last,
by their own effective choice, beings that once were human but now are not,
creatures that have ceased to bear the divine image at all. Those creatures still
exist in an ex-human stage.12
Daniel Kirk says the effect of responsiveness and obedience to Jesus and the gospel is
rehumanization, to daily remake us into what human beings were designed to be:
To be followers of Jesus is to live into the full potential of our God-given
humanness. Or to put it differently, we come more and more to bear the image
of God that is the image of our older brother Jesus. The fact that Jesus is the

10

Christina Maslach; Burnout: The Cost of Caring (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1982), 3.

11

Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy: Rediscovering Our Hidden Life in God (San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1998).
12

N. T. Wright, Surprised by Hope: Rethinking Heaven, the Resurrection, and the Mission of the
Church. (New York: HarperOne, 2008), 182-183.
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new picture of what it means to be truly human carries with it the implication
that we who participate in this new humanity must carry on every facet of his
work.13
In keeping with Kirk’s idea of rehumanization, Wright says the gospel actually offers a
new creation as a replacement for evolutionary optimism.14
The new creation Jesus’ gospel offers is nothing less than a new evolution.
According to Wright and Kirk, everyone is already participating in a new evolution or
de-evolution—humanization or dehumanization—by their response to the gospel. The
rehumanization of the new creation is the kind of concrete hope Willard called for. It is
the kind of story those put off by the Enlightenment version of the church are searching
for. It is a narrative shaped by the Gospel Grand Narrative described in this project.
In conclusion, the Western church is built on a narrative that is burning out its
leaders and emptying its buildings. This vision of a new evolution offers the concrete
hope Willard calls for built on the gospel story. It is a better story—a story true to the
Gospel Grand Narrative. It is the hope of becoming like Jesus, not merely attending a
church. It is the challenge to lead in a way formed by the Gospel Grand Narrative rather
than a version of the Enlightenment narrative. It is a challenge to bless one’s community
in preparation for the restoration of all things, rather than building walls around the
church until Jesus comes back for a rescue. It is a hope that every human being already
shares because it is rooted in the image of God. Therefore it provides bridges for
conversations with outsiders rather than walls to keep them out. It is the hope of local

13

J. R. Daniel Kirk, Jesus Have I Loved, but Paul?: A Narrative Approach to the Problem of
Pauline Christianity. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 52.
14

Ibid., 52.
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churches and church leaders shaped by the Gospel Grand Narrative of Jesus’ kingdom,
filled with individuals renewed into the image of God, ruling a restored creation
alongside Jesus himself. It is the new creation promised by Jesus’ gospel. It is the hope of
a new evolution. The last one was a lie.

APPENDIX A
FOUR HIJACKS

As argued in Chapter 3, when the plan of salvation hijacks the gospel, it also
hijacks the church. This appendix briefly addresses for hijackings in the current
evangelical church of the West perpetrated by the Rescue Gospel. First of all, a hijacked
gospel hijacks church vision, creating what many call an Attractional Church vision.1
When the gospel is narrowed steps to salvation, the church’s goals change from
transformation to “decisions” for Christ.2 As seen in current American evangelical
churches, attracting people to Jesus drifts into attracting people to a local church where
they will attend, give and serve.3 These three goals—growing numbers in worship
attendance, giving, and volunteers—have become the real markers of success in Western
evangelicalism today where the burnout epidemic is most rampant among both vocational
and volunteer church leaders.
Second, a hijacked gospel hijacks the church culture. It creates what Scot
McKnight calls “a plan of salvation culture”,4 built on what Christian Smith calls a
“Handbook Model” of the Bible.5 In this handbook culture, the Bible is viewed as a

1

For excellent description and analysis of the Attractional Church see Michael, and Alan Hirsch
Frost, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the 21st-century Church (Peabody, MA:
Hendricksen Publishers, 2003), chapters 1 and 2. Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Forgotten Ways
(Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2006) 34, 37, 39, 62, 64-65, 79, 110, 128-31.
2

McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel, 25-27.

3

Hart, Coping with Depression, 115ff.

4

McKnight, The King Jesus Gospel, 133ff.
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Christian Smith, The Bible Made Impossible: Why Biblicism Is Not a Truly Evangelical Reading
of Scripture (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2011), 4-5.
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handbook of principles and skills for healthy marriages, healthy finances, healthy
children, healthy friendships, and especially the tools a church leader needs to attract
people to their church—just as it is a handbook for personal salvation. Propositional
principles and skills diligently applied are the foundation of a handbook culture.
Third, a hijacked gospel hijacks the church’s vision for her leaders. A handbook
culture leads to a handbook model for church leadership. According to this model, if
pastors diligently apply the correct leadership principles and skills (usually with a
strangely therapeutic or managerial flavor), a successful church is guaranteed (growing
attendance, giving, and facilities).6 In the same way, a plateau or decline in growth is a
sign of the leader’s failure to find or apply the right leadership principles. Both success
and failure put inordinate amounts of stress on the leader—newer principles and skills
applied even more skillfully is the answer whether the church is growing and needs to
take the next step, or is declining and needs to turnaround. These plans for church growth
hijack the church vision, just as the plan of salvation hijacked the gospel.
Finally, the Rescue Gospel hijacks the responses to the burnout it causes. The
most popular evangelical responses to burnout in ministry take this handbook approach,
portraying burnout as a problem to fix by skillfully applying correct principles. They fail
to consider that the modern approach of a hijacked gospel—and the hijacked church
vision, culture, and leaders it creates—may be the real problem.7 These responses focus

6
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on changing how the leader is doing things (better skills and principles diligently applied
in spiritual disciplines and leadership skills), instead of considering it may be what the
leaders is doing which needs to change (the gospel). But because the handbook culture
dictates a response based on the same approach that led to burnout in the first place, it is
ineffective in responding to burnout.

APPENDIX B
ABRAHAM AND THE TOWER OF BABEL

Scripture presents the story of Abraham as a grand narrative designed to confront
and consume all other grand narratives.1 Genesis places Abraham’s call in the cultural
ruins of the Tower of Babel as a direct response to the two foundational grand narratives
the tower represents. Thomas Cahill, New York Times best-selling author and former
professor of history at Queens College, Fordham, and Seton Hall Universities, says the
tower represents the ancient worldview of life as an unending and repeating circle. He
calls “‘Abraham went’ two of the boldest words in literature,” because they confront the
Ancient Grand Narrative,2 the “Wheel of Life,” which views life as a changeless cycle of
life and death governed by the seasons. “Abraham went” changes everything.
[The words, “Abraham went”] signal a complete departure from everything
that has gone on before in the long evolution of culture and sensibility, a dream
of something new, something better, something yet to happen—in the future.3
Abraham challenges this ancient narrative with the promise that God will do something
new—bringing new life out of the endless and unchanging cycle of life and death—if
Abraham will choose to break out of his own changeless cycle and undertake a journey.
The story is clear that God will bring life out of death with both the foreshadowing in
Genesis 11:30, “Now Sarai was barren; she had no children,” and the sacrifice of the
1

The Story of Israel begins with the story of Abraham, and conversely, the story of Abraham is
shaped by the Story of Israel pattern: Call in Canaan, Exodus from Ur, Wilderness of waiting for a son,
kingdom as Isaac is born and grows, Exile in that he never possesses the land.
2

According to this narrative, life begins in spring, reaches its height in summer, wanes in the fall
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gods of the cycle, the Biblical Tower of Babel represents this perspective. Cahill, Gift of the Jews, 62.
3
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promised son in Genesis 22. The story of Abraham is the story of God doing something
new.
Abraham also confronts the modern grand narrative, build on the Enlightenment
world-view, which pictures life as an edifice built by human ingenuity and skill. Armed
with the insights and tools of their modern age, the tower builders defy God’s command
to “be fruitful and multiply (Gen. 1:26-28; 5:17), settling in Shinar to “make a name for
ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth (Gen. 10:4).” The new
technology of “bricks baked thoroughly” casts the Tower as foreshadowing the
Enlightenment or modern narrative.4 Like all who are shaped by the modern story, the
tower builders have faith in their technology and feel they no longer need God.5
Abraham’s story confronts this Modern narrative. He is challenged to trust God’s
ingenuity and ability, and not his own. Abraham is challenged to go on a journey “even
though he does not know where he is going (Heb. 11:8), and believes a promise he has no
idea how God can keep. In this way Abraham becomes the “father of our faith” in whose
narrative footsteps we walk and confront other narratives (Rom. 4:12).

4
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5
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APPENDIX C
DAILY PRAYERS

Morning Prayer –
Present Your Day To Jesus1
“Open my lips, O Lord, and my mouth shall proclaim your praise.
Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me.
Cast me not away from your presence and take not your Holy Spirit from me.
Give me the joy of your saving help again and sustain me with a willing Spirit.”
(Psalm 51)
Remember Your Hope for Change
1 Peter 1:3—Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!
By his great mercy we have been born anew to a living hope through the
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead.
Isaiah 61:10-11—I am overwhelmed with joy in the LORD my God!
For he has dressed me with the clothing of salvation and draped me in a robe of
righteousness.
I am like a bridegroom in his wedding suit or a bride with her jewels.
The Sovereign LORD will show his justice to the nations of the world.
Everyone will praise him! His righteousness will be like a garden in early spring,
filled with young plants springing up everywhere.
Start Thankful (Psalm 103:1-5)
Praise the LORD, I tell myself; with my whole heart, I will praise his holy name.
Praise the LORD, I tell myself, and never forget the good things he does for me.
He forgives all my sins and heals all my diseases.
He ransoms me from death and surrounds me with love and tender mercies.
He fills my life with good things. My youth is renewed like the eagle's!

1

Adapted from Anglican Book of Common Prayer, 137 and Northumbria Community, Celtic
Daily Prayer: from the Northumbria Community. (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002), 20-21, 22021.
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Present Your Day to The Lord – The Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9-14)
Trust – Our Father in heaven, your name is holy, (the only source of what I need)
Guidance – your kingdom come, your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.
Provision – Give us today our daily bread.
Forgiveness – Forgive us our debts, as we also have forgiven our debtors. (Matt.
6:14-15 – For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father
will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not
forgive your sins.)
Protection & Strength – And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the
evil one.
Present Your Requests to the Lord (Psalm 5:1-3)
Give ear to my words, O LORD, consider my sighing.
Listen to my cry for help, my King and my God, for to you I pray.
In the morning, O LORD, you hear my voice; in the morning I lay my requests
before you and wait in expectation.
A Closing Morning Prayer (BCP)
Lord God, almighty and everlasting Father,
you have brought us in safety to this new day:
Fill us with Your Spirit, show us Your mercy
and strengthen us with your mighty grace
that we may not fall into sin, nor be overcome by adversity;
and in all we do, direct us to the fulfilling of your purpose;
through Jesus Christ our Lord.
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Noon Prayers
Opening Prayer
God of mercy, this midday moment of rest is your welcome gift.
Bless the work we have begun, make good its defects
and let us finish in a way that pleases you.
Grant this through Christ our Lord. Amen.
My Source of Strength – (Isaiah 30:15-18)
In repentance and rest (returning to me and waiting for me) is your salvation,
In quietness and confidence is your strength, but you would have none of it.
You said, 'No, we will flee on horses.' Therefore you will flee!
You said, 'We will ride off on swift horses.' Therefore your pursuers will be swift!
A thousand will flee at the threat of one; at the threat of five you will all flee away,
till you are left like a flagstaff on a mountaintop, like a banner on a hill."
Yet the LORD longs to be gracious to you; therefore he exalts Himself to show
mercy to you.
For the LORD is a God of justice. Blessed are all those who wait for him!
The Source of My Success – Psalm 90
So teach us to number our days, that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom.
O satisfy us early with thy mercy; that we may rejoice and be glad all our days.
May the beauty of the LORD our God be upon us: And Establish thou the work of
our hands (repeat)
Blessing (St. Theresa of Avila):
Let nothing disturb you, Let nothing frighten you,
All things are passing, God never changes.
Patient endurance attains all things, Who God possesses
In nothing is wanting, God Alone is enough.
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Evening Prayer
Opening Prayer (Psalm 130)
Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD; O Lord, hear my voice.
Let your ears be attentive to my cry for mercy.
If you, O LORD, kept a record of sins, O Lord, who could stand? But with you
there is forgiveness; therefore you are feared.
I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, and in his word I put my hope. My soul waits
for the Lord more than watchmen wait for the morning, more than watchmen wait
for the morning.
Psalm 23
The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not be in want.
He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters, he
restores my soul.
He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake.
Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil,
for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.
You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head
with oil; my cup overflows.
Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in
the house of the LORD forever.
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Other Prayers
The Alignment Prayer
Psalm 19:14 – May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be
pleasing in your sight, O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer.
The Prayer for the Pit – Psalm 40:1-3
I waited patiently for the LORD; he turned to me and heard my cry.
He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire; he set my feet on a rock
and gave me a firm place to stand.
He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to our God. Many will see and
fear and put their trust in the LORD.
A Prayer for the ‘Middle Years’ of Opportunity2
Lord, help me now to un-clutter my life, to organize myself in the direction of
simplicity. Lord, teach me to listen to my heart; teach me to welcome change
instead of fearing it.
Lord, I give You these stirrings inside of me,
—I give You my discontent,
—I give You my restlessness,
—I give You my doubt,
—I give You my despair,
—I give You all the longings I hold inside.
Help me to listen to these signs of change, of growth;
To listen seriously and follow where they lead
Through the breathtaking empty space of an open door.

2

Northumbria Community, Celtic Daily Prayer: from the Northumbria Community. (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2002).
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